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      That which swirls invisible in the midst of cosmic making and unmaking, shall be wrought into terrifying reality in the last days of the world.

      —The Prophecy of Alcyone, as translated by Atalanta

      

      Snowflakes swirl around the courtyard below me, floating down like moths on a current. My fingers tremble as I struggle to fasten my coat, whether from the anger building in my belly or one cup of tea too many this morning I can’t tell. I stop trying to button myself up against the early autumn flakes and wrap my arms around my knees.

      “This couldn’t get any worse,” I murmur.

      There’s a crunching noise behind me, a muffled clatter and a bitter curse before Miyala crawls up next to me, her slim body and bouncing black coils bumping into me with the kind of familiarity bred only in the closest families.

      “What are we doing on the roof?” she whispers conspiratorially.

      I point to the activity in the courtyard and Mi wrinkles her nose in thought.

      “That can’t be what I think it is…” she trails off, her eyes widening as the truth dawns on her.

      “Prisoners from Loramir,” I confirm.

      Mi hisses in displeasure. “Seventeen hells, what are they doing here?”

      I shrug helplessly. I’m as surprised as she is to see Midlanders in the courtyard, acting as though they’ve been invited into our home. I came up here to enjoy the first autumn snow by myself, only to find a betrayal of the deepest kind occurring below. We watch five pale, lumpy prison guards unload nearly thirty people from an ovis-drawn wagon into the courtyard. The assassin in me counts their weapons, the ones I can see, and the ones they think they’ve hidden. Something isn’t right.

      “Does June know about this?” Mi snaps.

      “He’s been out twice to check on them.”

      Her amber eyes narrow, tense with emotion. She’s leaning against me, hard, and I feel her shaking. Her aura is a mix of fury and the familiar clouds of obfuscation that tell me her reaction has something to do with the secret she’s been keeping for years. I try not to sigh at it— it only makes her angry with me when she knows I’ve sensed it. I’m glad Mi can’t read auras; mine is a shameful haze of fear and desperation.

      I can see the filth caked on the prisoners from here, and my stomach clenches. The hardy mountain rams that drew the wagon look uneasy, their noses prickling in displeasure at the stench coming off the people they’ve carried. As each prisoner descends from the wagon they are unchained from the one that came before. They’re looking around the courtyard, blinking in the light after emerging from the dark of the cart.

      It’s hard to tell how old they all are, but there’s a sickening number of small bodies that can only be children. One especially hungry-looking child holds out their hand to catch a snowflake. I wonder what children could possibly have done to become political prisoners. My heart catches in my throat and I glance at Mi, who is stifling a cry with her hand, looking at the same child.

      June steps out into the courtyard, shattering any hope that I was reading this whole thing wrong. He begins chatting with one of the guards, making jokes and laughing. Our father is on friendly terms with the prison guards.

      The horror spreading through me is contagious. Miyala reaches for my hand. I take it and squeeze, our fingers twining through one another in sisterly comfort. It’s not just that the Binding should have stopped this from being possible in the first place. We never do jobs that involve dissidents unless it means freeing them, and the crew hasn’t done that kind of work since Miyala and I were adopted fifteen years ago.

      From the friendly way June is chatting with the guards, it doesn’t look like that’s our mission this time, but in our business looks can be deceiving. Shouting rings out from the edges of the courtyard, just beyond my field of vision, though I can hear Bori well enough from here. Our brother’s voice is razor-sharp, laced with the same fury burning in Mi’s aura.

      “This is supposed to mean something,” he shouts, shaking his exposed wrist at June. Instinctively, I look at my own wrist, at the draconae talons tattooed there, same as they are on all of us.

      “What the hells is the Binding worth now?” Bori shouts at June. “I don’t hear the bells ringing. The Warlord still lives, how is this sanctioned?”

      June steps away from the guard he was speaking to and pushes my brother, in all his impressive bulk, back toward the house. I don’t have to be close enough to read their auras to know how Bori is going to react to that.

      Mi groans. “This is about to get ugly.”

      Knowing my brother, with his golden aura, hero to all who suffer, I have to agree.

      Mi skitters down from the flat peak of the roof. We’ve both been coming up here for the excellent view of Kilm and some much-needed privacy since we moved into this house six years ago. It’s always felt like a safe spot, until today. I try not to assume anything about June or his motives, but the prisoners in the courtyard are an aberration from our usual schemes of revenge and righteous vindication. Something is very wrong.

      I check for my daggers as I follow her off the roof and downstairs through the house. Not that I think Bori and June will come to blows over this, but there’s something about those Midlander guards that makes me uneasy. They’re too heavily armed for my liking, and I sense menacing hatred flashing in their auras from here— for us or the prisoners, I don’t know, but it’s dangerous either way.

      I rush to keep up with Mi, but fall behind as I trip on one of the plush patterned rugs on the wide-planked wood floor. Miyala is not armed, I know it. She never carries her pistolas in the house. I scan the hallway for anything I could hand to her, but there’s nothing on any of the consoles but books tossed aside and a pair of knitted socks Bori’s last lover made for him. Whatever happens, I hope Mi gets out of the way. Without her pistolas, she won’t be much use in a fight against what are clearly mercenaries, not typical prison guards.

      When I catch up with her, Miyala is yelling at June. Bori has stepped away from the scolding, a satisfied grin creeping over his face, and his fangs glint in the grey light of the courtyard. June is tense, jaw clenched. I’m surprised he doesn’t argue with her, or tell her to go inside, but I don’t have time to consider that.

      None of them are watching the guards or the prisoners, and it’s a mistake I’m surprised they’ve made. We’ve gotten too comfortable here in this refuge from Kilm’s vicious politics. We’ve grown too used to the idea that what goes on out there can’t get in here, because of who we are and how good we are at our jobs. These guards, these prisoners, are a horrific lesson in how wrong we’ve been. I’d like to hope more hard lessons aren’t ahead, but from the mess of emotions I catch swirling in June’s aura, it’s useless to hope much of anything.

      I stay in the shadows, behind an enormous potted fir. My body tenses as I watch the guards. Two have stopped unchaining the prisoners, who all wear wary looks, varying in degrees of fear and exhaustion. They are too weak and tired to be a threat; it’s the other three guards I’m worried about.

      They’re not watching the prisoners; they’re watching Miyala give June a piece of her mind, and their hands are slowly, expertly falling to their weapons. One is muttering something I mostly can’t make out, but as I creep closer around the edge of the square courtyard, I catch the phrase, “bunch of unnaturals.” Another nods grimly, a sneer of disgust smearing his face as he watches my siblings argue with our father about the prisoners. This one takes step after deliberate step towards my family, who are still shouting at one another, oblivious to everything else happening around them.

      The family squabble means nothing to me as I focus on the guard’s unusual behavior. The hatred in their aura is much too intense, and their movement a threat. Knives in hand, I stalk the guard, waiting for the moment I feel coming in the air. The guard is a short, square-shaped person, with closely cropped pale hair and a mouth that looks permanently set in a scowl.

      Loathing burns through their aura, hotter by the moment as they watch June and Miyala argue. Bori at least has tracked my movement, and I nod to him once and flash a hand signal that warns him to prepare. For a split second, I wonder if I’ve gauged things wrong, as the guard’s aura goes dead. It disappears entirely and I’m so shocked I nearly don’t catch them in time.

      They’ve moved within two long paces of June when they lunge for him. Bori grabs Mi and pulls her out of the way, shoving her toward the house. June ducks swiftly, expertly, but not nearly fast enough for comfort. Like my siblings, my father is unarmed. Nothing like this would ever happen in the outside world, but here in our home, we are relaxed and caught off guard.

      June tucks into a roll as the guard swipes at him with a knife, and as soon as he is clear, I spring. I slide one knife across the cobblestone courtyard to June, and in my periphery I see him turn to the other guards, who’ve reluctantly joined the fight. This murderous fool hasn’t seen me coming, and they nearly fall backwards into my arms, into my hideous embrace. I don’t waste a moment of their surprise, sliding my knife deep into their throat, squeezing their body tightly as they flail in my arms.

      Their instinct to live grows and the guard’s elbows and fists hit me wildly, but the damage is done. I let the body fall away from me. Blood pools on the courtyard stones, and my vision starts to blur. There’s sounds of fighting at the periphery of my consciousness and I struggle to focus, to do my job and kill anyone else coming, but I cannot think clearly as panic descends. I’ve killed dozens of people, it’s my job. But there’s always a good reason I know beforehand. They are always chosen carefully, and their deaths are weighed out for the greater good. Never have I killed someone in our home.

      When I see movement my eyes dart wildly, nearly feral in alarm, ready to kill whoever is next. It is only Bori, catching me before I totter over.

      “Everything’s under control, Echo,” he whispers. “You did the right thing, little sister.”
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      PROMISE THE FIRST. No laws shall be crafted to govern Orinian citizens, nor governing bodies formed.

      PROMISE THE SECOND. No Orinian shall go hungry or without shelter.

      PROMISE THE THIRD. No actions shall be punished by the Warlord or any other governing body in Orn, unless they are committed against the Warlord.

      PROMISE THE FOURTH. No Orinian shall be made prisoner in Orn as punishment for actions once considered criminal.

      PROMISE THE FIFTH. The Warlord will defend Orn against any threat, with all of their resources and ability.

      —From The Ritual of the Binding: The Five Promises

      

      I wake to the sound of a crackling fire and more arguments. I swear to seven saints as I sit up. My body aches powerfully. I must have been hit during the fight. I don’t completely remember. Sometimes the killing is a blur. I look around to find that I’m in June’s rooms. The door to his office is cracked slightly and I can hear my siblings perfectly, so I lay back on the divan by the fire for a moment to eavesdrop.

      “How could you agree to this?” Bori growls. “What explanation could you possibly give the girls that would make sense to them after the children’s home?”

      June sighs.

      Mi’s voice is smooth, with deadly precision, when she asks, “Yes, June, what words will you use to explain the children being unchained in the courtyard?”

      I rise, every muscle in my body screaming with pain. It isn’t just the fight, I know, but the panic and fear that’s infected every system in my body, making everything feel worse. My face aches. I feel carefully for injury, but find nothing. I rise and look in the mirror above June’s dresser, to be sure. There’s not a mark on me that I can see, but the sunken look in my eyes and the grey cast to my pale skin tells the tale. The damage is on the inside.

      I stumble towards my family, muscles stiff. With each step I loosen, but my head begins to throb as I reach the open doorway to June’s study. Mi and Bori have already taken the only seats for guests. June sits behind his heavy rustic desk, surrounded by maps and stacks of paper, his long legs crossed and his feet resting atop a small pile of mail. He’s leaning back in his chair. The rich brown skin of his face is unlined, though he’s nearly forty. His black brows are knitted into a frown that darkens when he sees me.

      I nod to him and lean gingerly against the doorframe. “Explain away.”

      He pauses, looking at us each in turn, considering what to say next, no doubt. A year ago, I would have thought the three of us foolish for expecting our father to explain himself to us, but now I believe June will answer. There's something terrifying about this knowledge, as well as gratifying. We are grown now, with power of our own. Mi's drive and purpose, which I have seen glimpses of over the years, blooms in this moment. She leans forward in her chair and a mantle of regal expectation settles over her countenance.

      The air is electric with the hostility snapping between June and Mi, and for a moment it seems their auras will combust. Somehow, they both cool without a word. Whatever conflict Mi may have with June, they will deal with it privately, as is their way. They’ve always had a special bond, much like the one I had with our Baba, Paulo. I brush that thought away quickly, before my throat can catch on the sob swelling there.

      June tips his chair back a bit further. I can hear Paulo tsking about the chair tipping over, and cracked skulls making bad vessels. Paulo isn’t here though, and the fact of it is a roundhouse kick to my gut. The grief punches June at nearly the same time it does me and his chair slams upright. We avoid each other’s eyes.

      “How can the Binding allow for this?” Bori demands, slamming his fist on the desk.

      June covers his face with his hands, tapping his forehead with long fingers and shakes his head. Out the window, snow is falling harder now. It’s too early for a blizzard, but autumn in Kilm always means snow. I think of the prisoners, out there in the freezing cold, and shiver. I hope someone’s found someplace for them to be.

      “They are being given passage to the Stone Citadel,” June says diplomatically. “That is all you need to know.” He flexes his left hand, the draconae talons rippling along the muscles of his forearm.

      I grimace at the motion. “The Warlord? No. He wouldn’t.”

      Mi regards me thoughtfully. “It would be unwise. It’s one of the Five Promises – some might argue it's the basis of the Binding.”

      Bori, our expert in the Binding now that Paulo is gone, corrects her. “You’re wrong. The promise is that no Bound Orinian will ever be a prisoner, not that Orn will never allow imprisonment.”

      “Oh, semantics,” Mi scoffs. “We’ve never allowed prisons, political or otherwise, here before.”

      “What is the Binding, if not an exercise in semantics?” June counters, echoing a Pauloism that instantly brings back the ache in my throat.

      There’s a long silence as each of us drinks in long draughts of the watery grief in the room. We three stare at June, whose face is blank. He pushes his chair back and rises with imperious grace. Before he leaves the room, he places one finger on a piece of paper, almost like he’s pointing. Almost.

      Bori and Mi follow him, arguing by turns, but I stay. I wait until their voices fade, then sit in June’s chair. I’m careful not to touch the piece of paper, because gods and saints know what might happen if I do, but I lean over and read. It’s addressed to the Cabal heads, the most prestigious crew leaders in Kilm, one of whom is June.

      It invokes the Binding immediately and I nearly stop reading. A central aspect of the Binding is that the adherents follow the Warlord’s orders to the letter. Breaking an order has dire and immediate consequences, but I reason June wouldn’t have given me this hint if it could hurt me, or him.

      When I read on I nearly groan aloud. The Cabal are to be the initiating force that will turn the Stone Citadel, which has lain abandoned since Orn’s revolution two hundred years ago, into a prison for Lorami dissidents, those who their aristos believe are fomenting revolution. Disgust ripples through me. These people are artists, professors, and leaders among the working classes. The danger they pose to Loramir is their ideas. Paulo always said there was nothing more dangerous to an oppressive state than clear thought, and apparently the aristos in the Midcountries agree. As I read on, my disgust turns to fear.

      
        
        The Stone Citadel suits our needs perfectly, as it is an easily defended fortress, with no way in or out that we do not control. If our own revolution could not topple it, the revolutionaries from Loramir stand little chance of breaching its walls. They have all but halted the building of new prisons in Zoravo and Mulikov, prompting the Zhar’s proposal that we embark on a joint venture.

        The Citadel will house Loramir’s most dangerous dissident element, the families of those who have been plotting with the so-called resistance. Naturally, this revolutionary element will want to rescue the families, but securing a location in the most heavily armed and cunning of the ten realms will likely deter them from trying. Orn will finally be respected for our strength, and our negotiating power with the Midcountries will increase. We may even consider building prisons of our own, further north in the under-utilized Taigal lands.

        An additional benefit is that separating the families from the central prison system, in a location we control, will effectively quell the revolution’s effort in Loramir. With their families under threat, the revolutionaries will quiet. What’s more, Orn will play a central, and extremely profitable, role in the new order of leadership emerging on the continent.

        

      

      I tremble as I pull away from the letter. Memories of my own early years threaten to surface, but I don’t have time for the downward spiral of anxiety they will produce. To stop the onslaught of my past, I breathe deeply and begin to examine the possibilities, the way Paulo taught me. Step slowly away from the memory that causes the problem, use logic to reason my way out of the impending spiral.

      I start with the biggest idea first, as it’s better to stay away from anything too personal right now. There will be trouble here in Orn when this becomes public. Orinians despise all authoritarian control but that of our Warlord, Joram Markona. This is a grave violation of our agreement with Markona and there will be chaos when the other outlaws hear of it.

      We won't tolerate aristos who favor law and order, nor will we ascribe to the Midcountries’ backward ideas about “unnaturalness”—a term they use to describe everything from overt intellectualism to women who cut their hair too short. Turning the Stone Citadel into a prison for dissidents and their families all but announces the Warlord’s intention to bring back a ruling class. To say this change will cause problems is an understatement.

      I can’t bring myself to think about how the other vengeance crews will react to the news that we are violating all our most closely held values by transporting prisoners. I wish for the thousandth time this hour that Paulo was here so he could tell us what to do. In addition to being a brilliant strategist and a born diplomat, Paulo was well versed in the Binding, the blood magic it took to create it, and the history of Orn. Before he and June married, he was a Clerk of the First Order, helping people parse the words of the Warlord’s commands to make certain they didn’t risk the boulsanguinatae. He would have known how to solve all of this, and without his unsurpassed expertise, we are vulnerable.

      Under the letter to the Cabal is another letter, much shorter and addressed only to June. I read it swiftly and the sinking feeling of dread returns instantly, taking root in my gut as I read it twice more, just to be sure I understand the depth of our betrayal. My nails dig into my palms without my leave and I don’t even try to pry them out. This will be the end of us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The Warlord agrees to protect the lands and waters of Orn with all of their resources and their life, if necessary. The Five Promises are Binding, and should the Warlord break them, they will die over a fortnight by boiling of the blood, the obszerny boulsanguinatae. In return, the bound citizens of Orn agree that any direct order from the Warlord must be followed to the best of their ability. Should they fail to execute the order to the best of their ability they will die instantly by the boulsanguinatae.

      —From the notes of Paulo Rodrigal, Clerk of the First Order

      

      Bori and Mi are in the kitchen, yelling at June, who is eating a ham sandwich so calmly you’d think he was enjoying a Midsomar picnic. Ferdinand, our cook, is nowhere to be seen and the rest of the crew is suspiciously absent, though at this time of day they should be milling around, hoping for a late lunch or early dinner. Most criminal crews live together here in Kilm, but June and Paulo wanted a family home. That never stops our people from coming and going. They have open access to the house and our crew’s official headquarters is only a few houses down from our own.

      They should be here, but they’re not. There’s soup simmering on the aga, filling the kitchen with the scent of herbs and root vegetables, and no one around but us to eat it. I feel sick smelling it, despite the fact that it’s my favorite, butternut squash.

      Mi and Bori go abruptly quiet when they see my face. I feel the grim line of my lips and the deepening wrinkle in my brow, and know I look dreadful.

      “The Warlord made an agreement with the Zhar to turn the fortress at the Stone Citadel into a prison for Loramir’s dissidents.”

      “What?” Miyala gasps. “Why would they come here?”

      “Apparently the ‘commoners’ don’t like the prisons and a revolutionary movement is gaining traction. They’ve been able to stop building on the new prisons in Zoravo and Mulikov.”

      Mi’s voice is full of rage. “They’re imprisoning so many people they need new prisons? The aristos in Loramir have much to answer for.”

      “Yes, and now the Warlord will align us all with them, for a fair bit of coin, but it doesn’t seem worth our honor or the problems it will cause here. The whole idea is foolish...What was the Warlord thinking?” I pause momentarily, thinking of how the letter closed, then add, “It was odd, he must not have had a Clerk look over the order before it left, because it said ‘this is a secret’ at the end, without any definition about how it should be kept, or why.”

      Bori rolls his eyes—because of course, he knows better—and sighs when Mi and I don’t immediately understand what he has to explain: “Without definition of how to keep the secret, the likelihood is that so long as the original addressee doesn’t actually tell anyone what they know, they’ll be fine. He probably wants people to know, wants the ‘secret’ known, so people will be afraid. You know how fast rumors will spread.”

      We all look at June, who is still eating his sandwich, placid as a heilan coo. If he’d broken the Binding by showing me the letter, or if it were broken by me telling, he’d be deathly ill right now, boiling alive from the inside out. He swallows, takes a sip of tea and grins at us, his perfect teeth flashing. He motions for me to go on.

      “We’re to house the dissidents and the guards here through the winter and then accompany them to the Stone Citadel, shortly before Ostar.”

      “But the snow… it won’t really even be spring that far north,” Mi says softly, thinking over logistics immediately. “And having them here for so long doesn’t make any sense. When word gets out about the Stone Citadel and our involvement, the other vengeance crews... they’ll be relentless. We’ll have broken our oaths to Neythe. They’ll kill us. Surely the Warlord knows this.”

      Bori’s eyes are closed, a sure sign he’s wracking his brain for any information he gleaned from his lessons with Paulo in Binding semantics and the ways of the Warlord’s inner circles. “Of course Joram Markona knows we’ll face consequences for violating our oaths, and that by forcing us to house the dissidents for the winter that we will be vulnerable to attack. We must consider that is the point of all this— that we are being made into an example of some kind.”

      Mi looks nauseous at the thought, and I have the same feeling just thinking about it. Oaths to Neythe are simple and straightforward: we pledge to uphold her commitment to justice. So long as we commit crimes that uphold righteousness, and take revenge only for those who’ve been truly wronged, we have Neythe’s blessing and we prosper.

      Or at least that’s what some believe. Paulo and June were always less religious, but believed taking the oaths were a good way to network with other crews. It’s part of what’s kept us alive for so long; vengeance crews are some of the most principled and deadly criminals in all of Orn and we protect one another ferociously, unless we have cause to turn on each other.

      Bori begins to pace. “What’s more, the journey will kill some of the prisoners, the cold alone will be brutal. And Mi’s right, when word gets out about this, we’ll have our hands full fighting off not just the vengeance crews, but the crews who will revolt because this is an insidious violation of the Promises.”

      He pauses and stares pointedly at June. “Why aren’t we doing this during the crowds for the Festival of Blossoms? At least we’d be able to move them without much notice, and the Taigal roads would be clearer.”

      June shrugs. “Everyone else is doing it that way, I’m sure. We’re the first to go.”

      We’re silent, everyone deep in thought. There’s no mistaking Markona’s intentions now: we’re being punished for something.

      “Why is this happening?” I ask June. I have suspicions of my own, but I’m not ready to share just yet.

      He gets up and washes his plate in the sink. He doesn’t turn and his shoulders begin to vibrate, almost imperceptibly. Without turning, he says, voice strained, “Paulo was murdered.”

      We already know this. A year ago, our Baba was robbed and killed on his way back from a handfasting celebration at a nearby tavern. In a city of criminals, violent crime happens all too frequently. But it was a random crime, wasn’t it?

      Keeping his back to us, June reaches into the pocket of his leather breeches, and places a gold coin on the counter next to the sink.

      “It was under his tongue,” June says, his voice hoarse. The three of us rush to look at it.

      Bori chokes, but a cry of surprise escapes his throat. Miyala weeps silently, her eyes squeezed shut against the horror and shock. I look at the coin with Joram Markona’s personal mark emblazoned on it and the clenched feeling in my throat descends into my stomach.

      The sinking feeling deepens into something that causes my hands to shake. There is no doubt. This is the Warlord’s coin, from his personal vault, rather than common currency; a message sent with a deadly, precise purpose. A dark reminder that while we may fancy ourselves a collective of freepeople here in Orn, we are all firmly under the Warlord’s thumb, and that one doesn’t have to break the Binding to be punished by him.

      Joram Markona plays a long game. Whatever we’ve done to offend, if this is one of the consequences, he’s only begun to mete out retribution. I wonder about the incident at the Yulmain masquerade last year and flush with embarrassment.

      Surely that can’t have been the source of offense. I wonder if I should tell them, but if anyone should be offended it should be me. This is all much worse than I thought, and foolishly I’d thought things couldn’t get much worse after reading those awful letters.

      “But why?” I whisper hoarsely, “What have we done?”

      June’s teeth grind in frustration. “Truly, I don’t know.”

      It’s difficult to know whether or not to believe him. None of us will press him, because if he’s not telling us, it’s for our own good. But the coin is the truth: the Warlord had Paulo murdered and it’s plain we’re not meant to live much longer.

      We’re too well-liked and well-respected to be killed openly, but forcing us to betray our oaths to Neythe in such an egregious manner will incite murderous wrath in every other vengeance crew in Kilm. We will be hunted relentlessly, without mercy. We’re doomed in the best of circumstances, and Mi and Bori don’t know the worst of it yet.

      “Did Paulo know something he shouldn’t? All that poking around with the historical stuff… Did he find something about…” Mi trails off, her eyes glazed with terror.

      June shakes his head; he isn’t going to answer and a voice in my heart whispers that a meaningful look passed between them. They share a secret. We all have so many secrets these days.

      “Where’s the rest of the crew?” I demand.

      It’s time to have the treacherous scope of our situation out in the open. Mi and Bori need to know how bad things really are. The second letter told all. I want to hear June explain himself, and I don’t want to be the one to break this news to my siblings. If it’s breaking my heart, it will shatter theirs too.

      Bori and Mi glare at me. They want me to be as upset as they are. Paulo was our Baba, and they are overtaken with grief, but I can’t let that sadness back in right now. Not with all that’s on the line. Later, in my own way, when I’m alone, and when they know everything. Then I’ll cry my heart out again, with this grief that never seems to end.

      June flicks away a nonexistent piece of lint on his sleeve. “I sent them to Iorma this morning, on a job. It’s quite complex. They might be gone ‘til Midsomar. It should make them rich enough to start their own crew.”

      “Why?” Bori shouts. “We need them. We have to protect ourselves, fight back… You know the Justitia alone are enough to take us without the crew, they have the skill, even with Echo. They’ll kill us all for going against our pledges to Neythe.”

      “June doesn’t trust them,” I murmur, softly interrupting my brother. When he pauses to look at me, I explain what I read in June’s second letter. “One of the Whispers tracked Franco and Mercutia for a month. They’ve both been meeting with the Warlord behind our backs, and the rest of the crew seems to be with them. The last Whisper report came this morning.”

      “You hired a Whisper to follow the crew?” Mi asks incredulously. Whispers are hard to find and expensive to employ, but they’re the best spy crew in Kilm.

      “It was the only way, love. I had them following you all,” June admits, his voice somber and quiet. When he sees our stricken faces he throws his hands in the air. “What else was I supposed to do? After Paulo, I had to know. They eliminated you three in the first week.”

      Perhaps elsewhere in the world, children would be more shocked than we are to know their patriarch used spies to clear them of their Baba’s death. Here, in Kilm, we three are glad to have been eliminated quickly and to never have known we’d been suspected. None of us believes we’d continue drawing breath if we’d betrayed our crew, and worse, our family. We do not lead that kind of sheltered life.

      “This is a mess. What are we going to do about the crew?” Mi asks, looking pointedly at me.

      Saints alive, she can’t possibly expect me to kill them all, can she? They may have betrayed us, but surely she can’t expect me to assassinate people I’ve loved my whole life?

      Of course she does. This is how things are.

      Before I can respond to her, she adds, “What are we going to do about the dissidents?”

      A muscle twitches in June’s jaw. “We can’t do much about the others. There’s too many of them to kill and they know us too well. I sent them to break up a ring of demonae furriers in Verseil. Mercutia couldn’t resist the money, or the cause. You know her soft spot for small-gods. It’ll take them ‘til Midsomar at least to sort the whole thing out. We’re going to follow orders. If we don’t, I’m not sure we’ll live to see summer.”

      “I doubt we’re meant to,” Bori says sadly.

      The reality of this sinks all the way in now and grim lines are etched into all our faces.

      “We can do it,” Mi whispers, always the optimist. “I know we can.”

      “I can’t,” I say, the quaver in my voice ripping my heart to shreds.

      I don’t want to condemn us all to a messy, bloody death, but I don’t know if I can stomach the task at hand. I don’t know how to obey these orders.

      Mi starts to say something, but I am already descending into the memories I try so hard to keep contained in a tightly-sealed box. But this is too much— I can’t keep the top of the box closed— and the darkest parts of my heart come rushing up at me. The home for wayward children in Loramir floods my mind. The ever-vigilant monitors, the awful grey food, the other children’s constant fear, the perpetual battle for even a moment of peace.

      Demon child. The ropes. Demon child. The dark room. Demon child.

      No, I mustn’t return to this place. I force air into my lungs and practice what I’ve been taught. I look for the light, the way out, the memory that leads out of this place. It is a struggle, but I find it there, the light of a full moon shining alone in the murky depths.

      Paulo. June. The crew. They’re right there ahead of me, younger by fifteen years, but the familiar faces I love, bathed in silver light. In my mind, I hear a clatter of swift violence and I reach out to grasp the moment that is my door out of this place.

      The crew entered the dark children’s home, and there were shouts and a scramble for weapons as the monitors fought back. The memory solidifies as I enter. Only the light of the full moon streamed in through the uncovered windows of the home that night. There were no curtains in that place, nothing to soften the harsh edges of a former sanitarium. As an adult, I’ve often wondered why the crew chose a full moon for their attack; we nearly always choose a dark moon now, both to honor Neythe and to take advantage of the cover of darkness.

      But that night the light streamed in, and in my memory the other children huddled together in fear, hiding in corners and under the rickety furniture as the melee raged. Not Miyala though, little and determined. She plucked knives from one of the dead monitors’ bodies, taking one for herself and one for me. We weren’t friends. In fact, we’d never spoken. She handed me the knife because I was the only other child without the good sense to hide from the carnage.

      She stabbed wildly at the monitors, desperate to free us. She watched Mercutia, who fought expertly with knives, and copied as many of her movements as she could, her unpracticed child’s body slow to catch on. I did the only thing I could and mimicked their movements to the best of my ability. I was far better at it than Miyala, and soon there was a small but respectable pile of bodies between us and the crew.

      When Paulo saw us there, covered in blood, he motioned to June, whispered something and then took the other children away. June approached slowly and we both tensed, ready to fight, but he crouched down and spoke more gently than anyone in the home ever had.

      His skin was dark like Miyala’s, but his eyes were deep pools of soft brown light, sparkling with humor and kindness. There was a spark of familiarity between him and Miyala, even then, and she relaxed slightly, but didn't drop her knife.

      June asked, “How do the two of you feel about crime?”

      That question is the way out of my mind. The memory breaks apart in tiny pieces and I drift up, out of this place. I am careful as I go to place the top back on the box as I return to myself. No one mentions my absence, or that I’d said anything at all. This is the way of it now that Paulo is gone. No one else knows what to do with me when I’m like this.

      I don’t know what they’re talking about, so I take the kettle from the stove and fill it with water at the sink, not bothering to try and catch up. I light the aga and put the water on to boil. June watches me. He knows I drifted away, but he won’t say anything. He never does. He always left this part to Baba.

      “What are we going to do with the dissidents?” I ask quietly when June pulls a bag of smoky black tea from the cupboard and begins to spoon leaves into a teapot. He looks at me blankly for a moment and then slaps a horrified hand over his mouth.

      “I’ll be back,” he says, pushing the teapot towards me.

      He hadn’t been thinking of them as humans who would need clothes and shelter, and it’s unlikely that the guards care much for their comfort. I understand why he forgot about them, as terrible as it is; they feel like little more than harbingers of a dismal future right now. My throat clenches around the uncomfortable knowledge that I am glad not to be the one to go out there and face them.

      Mi is writing something now. She’s sitting at the stone-topped kitchen island with a piece of paper, scribbling rapidly, her brow furrowed. This is how she works out stratagem and plans. She writes and writes, and then her brilliant mind comes up with a solution. It’s how she stays so optimistic; she knows she can depend on her mind to save us. I wish I could say the same for my own, but my mind is a maze of threats and dangers, more to myself than anyone else.

      Bori tends to the enormous fire in the hearth, gazing meditatively into the rising flames. Both of my siblings’ faces are drawn in concentration. I stare down at my palms, where little half-moons of bloody proof indicate that I’m not handling things well.

      I rub them on my pants, trying to quiet my skeleton, which still feels as though it would like to climb out of my skin after my wretched psychic trip to the past. Sweat collects on my upper lip, and I wipe it with my sleeve. I take a few deep breaths, but in the quiet of the kitchen, with nothing to do but make the tea, waves of anxiety rush over me.

      “At least there’s something to be worked up over,” I mutter to myself.

      Bori’s eyes slide away from the fire. I catch the concern in them before a mask of calm covers his face. He’s worried about me.

      We all know this is the kind of thing that could push me over the edge. I may be the most dependable in a fight, but my mental state is a collective weakness. Bori joins me by the aga. The water is bubbling in the kettle, a cozy, familiar sound. He peeks in the teapot and shakes his head, opening the cupboard. He takes down jars of oatstraw, valerian, passiflora, chamomile, rose, and golden honey granules. Then he takes another teapot and begins spooning herbs and flowers into it with the expert hand of a practiced herbalist.

      “I don’t think black tea is the right choice right now, do you?” he asks.

      I know better, but sometimes, in front of June especially, I don’t want to appear weak. It was different with Paulo. Baba understood me better, and the mix of intense focus and roiling disquiet that swirls inside me wasn’t such a mystery to him. The kettle whistles and Bori pours water over the two different teapots.

      He pulls a bottle from the cabinet and unscrews the rubber dropper. I wrinkle my nose at him, not really wanting one of his tinctures right now, but I know it will help.

      “Open,” he commands, and I open my mouth wide.

      He squeezes several drops of the bitter liquid under my tongue and I grimace at him as I wait for it to soak into my mouth. Bori puts his arms around me and I rest my head on his shoulder. His familiar scent of clean soap and cedar wafts over me and I squeeze tears back.

      “We should go for a run later,” he murmurs, stroking my long, black hair, so like his own.

      I’m glad he’s let his hair grow so we look more like one another. Typically, Bori thinks he looks more intimidating with no hair, so you can see the tattoos that cover his head. His charismatic personality is too sunny to make him immediately frightening, but I haven’t the heart to tell him. No hardened criminal wants to be told their glittering aura makes the whole world feel like a sunny afternoon, but Bori’s does. It works in his favor though, since he’s nearly as lethal as I am in a fight. Nearly.

      I nod about the run, and he gives me another squeeze. Mi looks up from her paper for a moment and she gives me a small, reassuring smile.

      “We can do this,” she says again, and I don’t know who she’s trying to convince, me or herself. Probably both.

      The tincture begins to do its work and I feel less like my body is revolting against my mind. I must relax because Bori releases me.

      “It’s not a weakness, Echo,” he murmurs.

      My eyes mist with tears.

      “It’s not,” he says again, “but you have to take care of yourself. Don’t be stubborn.”

      June bursts back into the kitchen, smelling like straw and snow. “I got them settled in the stable for now. We have to let the guards in the house, at least for a few days.”

      Bori’s fists clench in obstinate defiance. “Absolutely not. Not after this morning. Have you lost your sense?”

      I know the reason behind that stubborn look; the guards are bound to be Lorami brutes, loyal to the aristos. Not many Lorami have been allowed through Wall City to take the Binding in the past, but that’s probably about to change.

      June is just as stubborn though, and still our father and our leader. “Yes, Bori. Hospitality dictates that it be so.” From the seething looks that pass between them, it’s clear there will be a continuation of this conversation later.

      June looks at the variety of herbs and flowers on the counter and the tincture bottle. He picks it up. “Devil’s Club,” he murmurs and one cool hand cups my chin. “Oh love,” he murmurs, “I’m so sorry.”

      I bite my lip and shrug. “It is what it is,” I choke out.

      “Tea’s done,” Bori says, and he and June go to work, side by side, pouring tea into a variety of clay mugs the three of us made as children, putting slices of bread and creamy whipped butter onto plates. As always, with a scheme looming, the frustration between them dies down quickly. We know how to work together, despite the radical differences in our personalities. Our lives frequently depend on our ability to do so.

      I wander over to the island, where Miyala is setting her pencil down. She tilts her head once to look at me, eyes bright with worry. When I shrug in response she says nothing. She pulls a strand of my hair and turns it in the dim light of the kitchen, watching the indigo sheen dance off the inky strands.

      “Such strange hair for a Midlander,” she muses.

      “No one has ever proved I’m a Midlander,” I argue, but there’s no bite in my words.

      I probably am. Why else would I have been left in a Lorami children’s home? Miyala’s different, since Fanuban children are rarely seen in Loramir. But more than that, Miyala washed up there by chance, after a storm blew her family’s ship off course; she wasn’t abandoned for being a troublesome child, like me.

      I can’t help but resent her for it sometimes, and lately it’s been worse. We’ve bickered for months now. Something changed one day. Secrets started piling up between us, and I don’t even know why. It all seems silly now.

      Mi must have some idea of what I’m thinking because she blinks and I see the old terror behind her eyes. For mere seconds, she’s there with me in the dark. We are littlings again, hiding under a table while the crew slashes through the monitors’ meaty bodies. The moment she crawled out from under the table and reached back to hand me a knife flashes between us. She reaches for my hand again and I take it. Something starts to mend between us. It’s an infinitesimal shift, but it’s a start.
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      The path to truth is circuitous. One must be willing to return to the past and travel into the future to find it.

      — Isoke the Wise, Patron Saint of Fanuba

      

      Bori sets a cup of his tisane in front of me and he and June perch atop stools. We all look to Mi and June. She pushes her piece of paper towards him and he nods as he reads.

      “It’s a start. There will be more to work out, but it’s a start.”

      Bori and I wait patiently as June stares off into the distance, playing the intricate game of strategy in his mind over and over, seeing all the pieces and how they might fit together. Finally he speaks. “We will do as we are told for now.”

      I want to interrupt, to ask for more information. I am frustrated by not knowing what the plan will be. June holds up one finger and I shut my open mouth.

      “Please, Echo. Trust I know what’s best.”

      Bori frowns. “And how are we supposed to trust that?”

      June’s face and aura are a mosaic of self-righteous vexation. “Because I’ve headed this crew for twenty years and I’ve done a godsdamn good job of it. You know vengeance crews rarely last as long as we have. Have we ever betrayed Neythe? Have we ever done a job that didn’t uphold vengeance for the wronged?”

      “No,” I reply, putting my hand on Bori’s arm to quiet him.

      He knows as well as I do that June is canny about our oaths to the goddess of vengeance and the crews who follow her path. We have to try to trust him. Bori’s angular eyes flash with distaste, but he shrugs.

      Miyala, who knows more than either of us, since this is clearly going to be her plan, urges June, “At least tell them what the next steps are.”

      June shrugs. “The usual, of course. Echo will train in anticipation of attack and the rest of us will prepare for our usual roles. This is no different than any other job.”

      “Without the crew?” Bori sputters.

      “We’ve done jobs without them,” I reason, frowning. Those jobs usually include the promise of a high body count that I’ll provide. I resent that kind of approach more than any other. I hate for so much to depend on me.

      Bori sighs. “So we’ll just kill anyone who comes after us and get the prisoners to the Stone Citadel…”

      “We?” I scoff. “I think you meant to say, Echo will kill anyone who comes after us.”

      Bori rolls his eyes, ignoring me. “And then what? Are we really going to leave the dissidents there? In prison? You can’t possibly expect us to go along with that. It doesn’t just violate our sacred oaths, it’s a betrayal of everything Orinian. Everything we came here for in the first place.”

      “We’ll work something out,” June says firmly, cutting Bori off.

      There’s a spark in his aura that tells me he and Miyala are already well on their way to figuring things out, but they like keeping their secrets as a plan forms. They never want us getting ahead of ourselves or trusting things to go one way or another. This may be the end of life as we know it, but they’re going to operate as though it’s murder as usual.

      June continues, “Until we can firm up our connections and come up with a solid strategy, do nothing that would indicate we plan to do anything other than what we’re told.”

      “But that doesn’t mean we have to treat the dissidents like prisoners,” I insist.

      June sighs, as though I am a child who needs the intricate threads of a plan pulled apart and it’s all too frustrating for him. “I think it would be dangerous to be too kind, at least until we get them out of the city. The guards could give us away.”

      My throat clenches. “We’ll be decent to them, though.”

      June looks surprised. “Of course we will. Why would you think anything else?” He looks at my face, then Mi’s, then Bori’s. “Oh, littlings. I’m sorry. Am I so changed?”

      None of us meet his eyes. He’s been different since Paulo’s death: more ruthless, less caring. Paulo was our heart and our nurturer, our Baba. The gentle force behind our necessary brutality. It was he who named us Vindicata, and his promises that fixed our crew’s moral compass in one steadfast direction. June’s grown harder each passing month without him, a descent into someone unrecognizable as the man who adopted us.

      “Grief changed me,” he offers. “But you have always been our children… my children. I would burn the world down for my family.” His voice brims with passion and his claim ignites a bittersweet ache in my chest. It’s something Paulo used to say and I put my hand over my heart instinctively, as though I’ll find him there.

      Bori nods, then Mi, then I do, in our usual order of agreeing to anything.

      “We’re going to do this, and we’re going to do it right,” June insists. “It’s going to take cunning and strength, but somehow, we’re going to find a way to make this a mission Baba would be proud of.”

      Not Paulo, Baba. Tears shine in all our eyes. Baba taught us not to choke back our emotions here at home. Out in the world, we are the impenetrable Vindicata, but at home we were taught to show each other our true faces. My chest wobbles with feeling. Bori’s mouth widens into one of his dazzling grins. Mi’s full lips turn up ever so slightly and my mouth follows theirs into a small smile. I note no one’s face quite matches the emotions flaring in their aura, but I would never tell. We all need time to sort through things.

      “What happened after I lost consciousness this morning?” I ask, guiding the conversation to firmer ground. We’ve all been avoiding this, but I need to know what I’m dealing with.

      Bori grimaces. “The other guards weren’t particularly disturbed by the incident. I don’t think they liked the one you killed very much. They barely fought for him.”

      “Do they seem... strange... to you?” I ask, fumbling for words to describe what I saw.

      “Strange how?” June responds.

      “Off, somehow…” I trail off, reluctant to mention the guard’s disappearing aura. I can’t be sure of what I saw, or didn’t see, for that matter.

      June shrugs. “They’re not stranger than any other Lorami, Echo. You know how they are, they care little for others. They know the dead one behaved badly and they don’t care much for what happened to him. No loyalty, no honor. Typical Midlanders.”

      He’s right, of course. The Midcountries are rife with conflict between the social classes they insist on enforcing; those that rise and succeed rarely care for the wellbeing of others. But that isn’t what I sensed. There was something else, but June doesn’t like to talk about auras or the metaphysical side effects of my Raothami training.

      “So what do we do first?” I ask, knowing the riot of ideas my question will unleash.

      As I expect, they begin to talk all at once. There’s not another thought about my concerns. I sit back and listen to them, with all their nimble thoughts and avid strategies for approaching the next few months. I say nothing, as I have little of value to contribute. They’re the planners and the deceivers. They’re the sleight of hand and masks of fate. I’m the sharp edge and the lingering dark. I’m the manifestation of endings, however sick it may make me.

      I stand, placing a hand on June’s shoulder. He squeezes it, his palm warm and dry on my clammy one. He kisses the back of my hand, presses it to his chest in a kind of miniature hug and inclines his head once – a dismissal. Bori is up and rummaging for more paper and pencils.

      They’re already forming lists and talking about who I’ll have to kill when I leave the kitchen. I’d rather be handed a list later than sit and ruminate. I may as well begin the work of preparing to defend us. It will be no small feat to get us all to the Stone Citadel in one piece.

      On my way back to my room to change, I hear two of the lumpy guards loitering in the courtyard refer to one another as chapleco, a Lorami word for “man.” Earlier, I counted one more guard, a tall, hooded figure, and a smaller, stockier person who was probably their leader, given the higher quality of his clothes. These two have the constitution of Lorami. Burly, pale, and wan brown hair. Both leer at me as I pass, running their eyes over my body.

      It’s the kind of disrespectful behavior common in Loramir and Iorma, and even Thyall where women and the medial genders are only respected if they can prove their intelligence. Further south—in Fanuba, the Ayles, Kazit, and the Black Sands—men, women, and the medial genders are equals, and in the case of Kazit, men are felt to be the least dominant gender. Here in the northern reaches, all must prove their worth by trade or talent, nothing but skill and personality matter.

      When people arrive in Orn via Wall City, to agree to the Binding and make their pilgrimage to Kilm and the Warlord’s house from the Midcountries, they are all too eager to open their veins for the Binding. Our lives here are dangerous, but we are free to be human in whatever way we see fit, unlike the Midcountries, where the tiniest infraction of behavior, dress or speech can threaten your social standing and ability to feed yourself and your family.

      Now, here in my own home, I’m being leered at like an object. Turning the Stone Citadel into a prison is bad enough, but it is easy to see how it’s just the first of the Midlanders’ troubles we’ll bring north.

      I reach into my boot. The guards watch me bend and one of them laughs and starts to call out to me, the most derogatory word for “prostitute” on his lips. There may be “whores'' in Loramir, but here the Houses of the Demimonde are something else entirely, never forced into service, at the height of Orinian society, rather than the bottom. He’s lucky I’m the one here, rather than a hetaira or auletrides. Either would likely dismember him for the disrespect.

      Before he can say anything else, I’ve flung a knife at him that pins the roughspun hood of his jerkin to the prison wagon. He struggles to free himself, but the knife dug deep. I smile sweetly at him as I walk by. He and his companion shout hexes at me as they struggle to get him free, and I chuckle wryly at their ineffectual noise.

      My attitude is all for show. I’m quivering with anger and a fear I’m unused to as I unlock the door to my room. I change out of my dayclothes into supple leggings and a short, soft black top, offset with dozens of intricate, decorative straps.

      I rest for a moment in the doorway to my closet, breathing deeply into my belly, trying to shake off the disquiet I felt being looked at that way. Why should I fear those guards? They should fear me, I remind myself as I slide my feet into a pair of shearling-lined shortboots and pull on a heavy, hooded black sweater before going downstairs.

      In the foyer, I take a moment to pause, trying to ground myself further before leaving. The house is still, and glimmers of my life flicker around me in the lamplight. It’s been a comfortable life for the most part. In the warm, wood-paneled room, the liminality of the space seeps into me. Old Orinian superstitions suppose the foyer of the home is a grey space between worlds. In this moment, I feel the press of the otherworlds on me, the elsewheres beyond this one.

      Candles flicker on the altar near the door, conjuring an unearthly shimmer in the dim light of the foyer. I touch the greywood carving of Neythe, with the head of a snow leopard and her lithe body folded into a cross-legged position. Someone, probably Bori, left bunches of late-blooming blue lupine in her lap. Strands of semiprecious stones loop around her shoulders.

      Neythe is our patron goddess, she of the shadow and knife, mistress of the warp and weft of death and life, queen of vengeance and noble fury. We swore oaths in her temple to only commit crime in service of justice. It’s been a long time since anyone saw her walk in the world, but I whisper a plea to her now for grace, though I am not usually one for prayers outside of required rituals. Today has been a day to change my mind about asking for grace from the otherworlds. Today I could use some help from elsewhere.

      I take a strand of ancient labradorite, brought to Interra by the ancestors of old in their starcraft, and wrap it around my wrist. We’re not fanatics, but we’d be foolish not to honor the gods and saints. Deities may not show themselves as often as they once did, but they are not remote, and wise people know they like to meddle when they are not pleased or paid homage.

      “Detached attentiveness keeps the gods off your doorstep,” Baba always said, which is why this altar is well-tended, but not a central focus of our home.

      The iridescent grey beads are cold and smooth against my skin and I offer thanks to Neythe for their aid. A wash of calm flows over me, and though my rational mind knows it’s something Bori calls a “placebo effect,” there’s a whisper of godsbreath I can’t quite ignore. I pull my hood over my head and step outside.
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      There is but little light here in the eye of the storm. In the distance, red lightning crashes behind menacing clouds of smoke that press against me, searching for any way inside my body. My feet touch nothing, and there is no earth to speak of. As the storm breaks over me, covering me in fiery rain, a figure slithers through the murk. Greater in size than even the Watcher of the Southern Sands, I see it clearly, a wyrm, eyes ablaze. Its mouths number in the dozens, rotating with razor-sharp teeth, consuming all in its path.

      — Nephele, One Hundred and Thirty-Third Sibyl of Elekt, as recorded by Atalanta

      

      The thick wood walls of the house buffer the bustle of the road, which is busy outside our front porch. Like everyone on our street, we have a broad stone front porch, covered by a staved tier of a steeply peaked wood-shingled roof, and generous steps descending to the grey stone walkway. Every square inch of each porch is forested by lush potted evergreen plants, causing verdant scents to fill the cool, humid air. One of the many emerald aquavias that snake through the city runs along our street.

      I melt into the crowd outside our door, observing the houses nearest ours closely to see if anyone is watching, to see any hint that others have sensed the events of the day. Outlaws have a sense for trouble, but no one is watching as I leave the house, so I can do what I like best: admire our city. I love the houses on our street, with their towering staves, high peaked roofs, and gently curving carved eaves. I love the faces of draconae and demonae small-gods, and the Watchers of the ten realms carved into the wood of each home.

      As I walk along the aquavia, I feel the unpleasant pressure of eyes on my back. I slow a little, staring into the water, feigning interest in the argenti, the breed of enormous silver catfish that consume the refuse the current misses. I watch two of them eat, knowing their waste turns the water its stunning deep green color.

      Casually, I lift my eyes to look behind me. I can still feel the pressure of being watched, but I cannot make out who is following me. Truth be told, the crowd is too dense to make out much without doubling back. I continue walking, and though I still have the strong feeling I’m being followed, it’s hard not to get lost in the magic of Kilm on an autumn afternoon.

      The shining emerald waters paired with the many varieties of evergreen plants and trees cultivated in Kilm give it a dark and lush atmosphere, blanketed in the scent of fresh water and precious woods. I’ve been nearly everywhere on the continent and still, our cold, misty city by the lake is the most beautiful to me.

      The street is full of people and across the canal the bustle continues into the Starfire Quarter, where luxurious ateliers, restaurants, apothecaries, temples, Houses of the Demimonde, and tea rooms all line the canals and stone walkways. The Starfire is the cultural heart of Kilm. Every tenant is carefully chosen by a cohort of quarter leaders to ensure only the most elite in their craft are allowed to rent space. Kilm has many such quarters, devoted to different pleasures and interests, but in my very biased opinion the Starfire is the most special.

      I can’t help but feel lighter, despite the fact that my peripheral vision catches a shadowed figure. Whoever is following is closer now, daring to come within sight. Snowflakes float lazily through the air, and the sharp, sweet scent of cold-blooming jasmine and herbaceous greenery floats around me. Here the streets are a bit narrower, and quieter, though the shops are busy and sounds of laughter and conversation escape the balconies of restaurants and tearooms. There’s a close, peaceful feeling to these streets, despite the fact that nearly everyone I pass is a lethal element.

      I glance over my shoulder, once, waving to a hetaira I recognize as she passes across the aquavia. Her gold bracelet glints in the dim light of the afternoon as she waves back. In the doorway, behind her, I note the irregularly shaped shadow that tells me someone has ducked into the darkness to hide.

      I sigh deeply, wishing they’d just come do whatever it is they mean to, rather than following me like a coward. My thoughts wander as I walk, glad that at least Baba did not die here, betrayed by the quarter he loved. He’d been to the Night Market that evening, a vibrant, nocturnal quarter that is a bit less discerning about whom they let rent space. There’s a raucous element there that makes it equally exciting and dangerous to visit, while the Starfire is governed by strict social pressures —never laws of course— to remain a peaceful refuge.

      My shadow and I walk through the winding streets, ever upward. The Starfire is named for its unparalleled view of the stars at night, being on the biggest hill in Kilm. Its founders were said to have witnessed a meteor shower the night of their first festival, changing the name from the Starlight to the Starfire.

      At the end of a narrow street, where the atelier windows glitter with jewels and the finest silks, sits the poshest tea house in the quarter, the Crescent Moon. The wrought-iron gate is simple, but behind it blooms a garden like no other in the city. Warm weather flowers bloom here all year, despite the cold, and the tea never tastes quite as good as when it's served by the house’s mistress Yoonai; but even when it isn’t no one argues on this point: it’s the best in the city.

      The street is empty here, so I turn and wait. We might as well get whatever this is going to be over with. “Come out and face me. I know you’re there.”

      But there’s nothing, not a sound or shadow out of place. I take a few shuddery breaths, wondering if there was ever anyone behind me. Still, nothing is amiss. I wait a few more moments and then begin to walk away. Now there is the slightest sound of footsteps, moving quickly in the opposite direction. My heart sinks. It’s been a difficult day already, and I’d hoped I was being paranoid.

      As I approach the Crescent Moon, a cynae sweeps past me, onto the wide front porch, where there are intimate clusters of tables set up and Yoonai entertains the types of guests who come to be seen. I stop to watch Yoonai fish a shining rock out of her pocket to give to the great black draconae bird. It examines it and then accepts the payment, dropping a note in her lap in exchange. She reads it swiftly, all while serving tea to the guests she’s entertaining.

      She sees me and I wave. There’s a flash of concern on her face, but then she smiles at me, narrowing her angular eyes to bring me into focus. I wish she’d sacrifice her vanity for some glasses. I let myself in the gate and walk up the stone path to lean over the railing and kiss her cheek.

      “You’ll give yourself wrinkles with all the squinting,” I whisper.

      Her delicate perfume wafts over me. She is sensual and lovely, her white hair swept into an elaborate, yet undone looking hairstyle. Onyx combs shaped like saturniidae moths hold it all in place, and the graceful folds of her black cocoon style dress fall around her.

      “Don’t be ridiculous, littling,” she says in Solaran, as she pats my arm, her accent giving away only the slightest hint of her Taigal heritage. “I shall never age.”

      The customers laugh softly and I smile at them. They walk with luck, taking tea with her; she’s almost never free. Whether it’s her charm, or the possibility she’ll invite them back to her secret workroom to sample her wares, Yoonai has a devoted following.

      They do not smile back at me. In fact, all three of them sit in stony silence, refusing to make eye contact with me. I don’t recognize them, and perhaps they are simply unfriendly, but I worry it’s more. That word is already traveling throughout the city about the prisoners.

      “I have to go,” I say, trying to keep my tone light.

      “Stop by when you’re done,” she murmurs.

      This surprises me. She’ll be busy all evening with customers, and I can’t imagine she has time for me. I nod and she purses her lips, her face impassive. I lean back across the railing and race up the elegant wooden staircase that leads to the loft.

      When I open the door, I find Malikai perched on a beam, high above the practice floor in the lofted ceiling. They appear quite serene, with their eyes closed, but I know better than to assume anything about Malikai’s mercurial moods.

      “Hello,” I say softly, in case Malikai has somehow fallen asleep in the rafters. I don’t want them falling off a beam and breaking their neck because I came unannounced.

      “I am not sleeping,” they say tartly, “and you are not unannounced. Yoonai knew you would come today. I suspect a bird’s delivered all your bad news by now.”

      I can’t help it, I laugh. Yoonai and Malikai are our closest allies, practically members of the Vindicata themselves. They are family, and both are preternaturally good at knowing when trouble is brewing. I can’t stand to think how they’ll be drawn in.

      Malikai’s startling red eyes fly open and they leave their perch, gracefully leaping to the ground, landing in a crouch. This is the most exclusive Raotham loft in all Kilm, and for all our other reasons for living in the Starfire, Malikai is our most important.

      They are perhaps the most legendary of Raothami masters still living, and I am one of their only pupils. Likely because of that fact, I am the youngest Raothami practitioner to be titled Master in seven generations, beating out one very arrogant Kaziti by mere months. It is because of my work with Malikai that I sense auras, and I am still not sure if it has helped or hurt me.

      Many who do not practice Raotham perceive it to be either a fighting art or a meditative tradition, but it is both and more all at once. What most never understand is that more than either of the two, it is a spiritual practice that allows lifelong practitioners deep understanding of our spirit bodies, as well as our corporeal ones, and how our consciousness forms what we understand as our whole selves. Malikai’s guidance has made me one of the ten realms’ most deadly assassins, and given me the ability to live through the havoc that being such a proficient killer wreaks on my mind.

      Today, Malikai is clad in loose fitting olive-colored cotton pants and a black silk tunic that hangs off one of their lean, muscular shoulders. Stacks of beaded bracelets crowd their forearms, covering their talon tattoos. Their short black hair is swept away from their face in a swooping tower, and their ruby eyes are smudged with coal.

      The effect is bewitching as ever, but I am nearly immune to Malikai’s unbridled charisma after so many years of training together.

      “Should we talk about what’s going on?” I ask.

      “With the prisoners? I don’t think that’s necessary.”

      I groan. “Does everyone already know?”

      Malikai’s face is impassive, a stone fortress. “No. Just Yoonai and myself.”

      “Are you certain? I was followed, and Yoonai’s guests were… Odd acting.”

      “Followed?” Malikai asks, voice neutral.

      “I couldn’t get them to come out, but they followed me here, and left before I entered the garden. And then Yoonai’s guests didn’t smile back at me when I arrived.”

      “Perhaps they dislike international assassins.”

      I raise my eyebrows. Usually Malikai is not so quick to dismiss me, especially given that they are the one who taught me to be observant of my surroundings and trust my instincts. From the look on their face, I can tell they won’t say more.

      Malikai gestures at me and I peel off my sweater and kick my shortboots off. Malikai sighs deeply. Grumbling, I pick up the boots and bundle them neatly into a wood cubby by the door.

      “Begin,” Malikai commands.

      Their voice reminds me of leashed thunder. I’m not sure how old Malikai actually is, but they are ancient and young all at once. Outwardly, they might be close to June’s age, but they’ve been so my whole life, and all of Baba’s too, if you believe his tales.

      There are always rumors Malikai might be possessed by a god or saint, or possibly a demon. Their magnetic personality alone would be enough to wag tongues, but the unsettling glow of their eyes and the simple truth that they are one of the deadliest creatures on the continent is enough to keep their name in nearly everyone’s mouth.

      I begin the slow, meticulous movements that warm my muscles. I’ve known each series of breath-linked postures since I was old enough to remember them. Malikai watches me for a bit, correcting my stance, or my arms from time to time. When they are satisfied, they begin to move along with me.

      Time slithers out of meaning and Malikai and I are nothing but breath and movement, wind and water. Slowly my bodysight darkens and my spirit eyes open on the paths between worlds, the spiriti valem. The paths are everywhere and nowhere at once.

      Very often, there’s nothing to see here. Other times, there are echoes of this world or another. Vague impressions of buildings and structures. The vale of spirits touches all places, all times, all realms, but is physically closer to our planet than others, making it easy to slide into, if you know how. The quiet here, along with the abundance of otham, the source of all life and power, is why Raothami travel here as a practice. Flowing with the otham brings focus, vitality, and inner clarity.

      The world is naught but mist around me here, as sweat drips down my back and the satisfying feeling of slipping between sinks in. I feel the labradorite wrapped around my wrist slide against my corporeal arm as my hands move from one posture to the next, and the dark world-between-worlds clears in my spirit body’s sight.

      Tonight the paths are misty, and nothing but the cool peace of the otham is present. Curling sapphire-colored mist, infused with otham, twists around my ankles, softly sentient. Here is safety from the turmoil of my mind. As I move, some of my worries float away from me. These, I know, are distractions.

      Here on the paths, I often find clarity in my anxious mind. What is important stays and becomes sharper, while what is not floats away. I turn my attention to two particular concerns, my Yulmain encounter with the Warlord and whoever was following me.

      Both shimmer around me; neither floats away, but neither becomes solid in my spirit eye. I don’t have enough information about either situation yet, apparently. I release my focus on them and clear my mind. Beside me, I feel Malikai’s spirit body in deep kinship with my own and my heart sings with joy for a moment, before the sharp sensation of being watched pricks at the periphery of my consciousness.

      I try to focus my attention, but cannot immediately suss out the source of this feeling. This is not the same as being followed through the streets of Kilm. This is something else entirely. In the corporeal world, I am the hunter, whether I’m being followed or the one following. Here, I have the strong and nearly instant sense that I am the prey.

      Whatever is here is not simply curious. I try with all my might to signal to Malikai that something is wrong, but cannot make a sound. This is not right. While we do not usually do so, I should be able to speak to them here, or communicate another way. When I search for their presence, I cannot find it.

      I am alone, but not alone. Whatever is watching is here too. A coldness so severe it stings flows through my spirit body. I strain to find the source, but the paths are dark. I writhe in pain, struggling to free myself. Then, as though my frustration calls it into being, in the mist something shimmers with hostility. A pair of glowing eyes blaze out at me in the dark.

      The sight jars me out of my trance state. My senses return with a sickening lurch and I immediately vomit. Next to me, Malikai comes out of the trance more gracefully than I, but looking mildly shocked, nonetheless.

      “What was that?” I gasp.

      Malikai glares at the pool of vomit on the floor. I sigh and go to get a towel to mop it up. By the time I’ve thrown it in the basket for laundry and taken another for my face, Malikai is warming tea on the hearth.

      They’ve thrown the wide-planked shutters of the practice room open and a chilly breeze floats in from the balcony. There’s a panoramic view of the lake and mountains from the loft. Malikai hands me a heavy iron tea bowl inlaid with mother-of-pearl, and walks out onto the balcony.

      Tall evergreens sway in the cold breeze and it feels as though we are alone at the top of the world. A murder of cynae swarms from the trees, their black feathers shining with iridescent greens and purples as they fly away. They gather here frequently between delivering messages, attracted to Malikai as everyone else is I suppose.

      Malikai lounges on a deep settee, covered in cream-colored cushions, watching the birds thoughtfully. They pull two soft wool blankets from the back of the settee, tossing me one and wrapping the other around their shoulders.

      “Light the candles, and select a resin,” Malikai orders.

      Candles and sparkling white clusters of crystals cover the low table in front of the settee. I use a long match to light the candles and a charcoal disk. I choose one of Yoonai’s special blends of resin from a set of blown glass jars, and drop a few of the luminous granules onto the disk. The smell of clean, warm wood drifts over us as I curl into the cushions with my tea, wrapping the blanket around me.

      Malikai nods approvingly, as though I’ve done something special. I haven’t though; we’ve sat like this hundreds of times. Heaviness hangs in the air between us, and the glowing eyes from the spiriti valem haunt my spirit’s eye.

      “Tell me what you saw,” Malikai commands.

      I shudder, remembering. “Eyes, glowing. That’s all I saw, but it was more than that…”

      “You were afraid.”

      “Yes, and so cold. I couldn’t communicate with you, or even find you. I was alone.”

      “You were not alone. I was right beside you.”

      “Did you see it?”

      Malikai pauses. “No.”

      I cannot read them. Their aura is strange, difficult to read, filled with a power I’ve never really understood, but that I am usually accustomed to. Right now, I am frustrated. “Do you believe me?”

      Malikai nods once. “Yes, I believe you.”

      Relief flows through me. I don’t know how I’d have reacted if they didn’t.

      “Do you know which god haunts you, Echo?” Malikai asks.

      I don’t know what I expected them to say, but this is not it. I look up to find their ruby eyes glistening with unsettling apprehension.

      I shake my head. “A god?”

      Like a cat, Malikai blinks in assent. I lick my lips; my mouth is suddenly dry. I stammer, “I don’t know any gods. I swear it. None have ever crossed my path.”

      In the back of my mind, the words demon child skitter across my memory. The monitors’ hands holding me down. The ropes, the inhuman noises coming from inside my chest. Quickly, I push those thoughts aside and focus on Malikai’s thoughtful face.

      “Mmm,” Malikai says, their mouth a grim line, “I think that is not quite so.”

      An enormous, fluffy white feline jumps onto the settee, materializing out of nowhere.

      “Hello, Moon,” I say with a deep bow of my head.

      It’s always best to greet the lynxcat, lest she get grumpy and mischievous. She is the small-god of the Crescent Moon, a powerful demonae, and it is wise to keep her happy if you want to stay on Yoonai’s gracious side—which I do.

      She flops onto her side and yawns, pressing her tufted back paws against me, her silky tail flicking gently on my leg. Her ears are tipped with silver fur just a shade darker than her body, and they articulate back and forth as she settles between Malikai and myself. A deep purr rumbles from her chest, and I am soothed.

      “Whatever that was, it felt more like a demon than a god,” I muse, with more focus now that Moon is here.

      “You say you have never met a god in person or on the paths,” Malikai counters, but there’s something behind their eyes that worries me.

      “Fine,” I relent. “That’s true.”

      A long silence passes and we sip our tea peacefully. This is how it is with Malikai, who is not fond of useless prattle.

      “Have you ever met a god?” I ask, finally.

      “Yes,” Malikai responds with finality, as they drain their cup of tea. “Yoonai is waiting for you. You’ll come back every day before you leave.”

      This is the end of the conversation. As I rise, Malikai gathers me in a warm embrace, capricious and mystifying as ever. Their scent of myrrh and frankincense covers something sharper that I can never quite make out, sensitive as my nose is.

      “Until tomorrow,” they say as they gently push me towards the stairs.

      I look back once at my teacher’s face, and I see worry in their eyes. It is only a flash, but my heart sinks. I nod once and Malikai turns from me. Malikai always tells me exactly what I need to know when I need to know it, and I trust them, but I know they’re hiding something now.

      I turn back to the stairs, letting the lynxcat pass me as I try to settle my emotions. Moon thunders down ahead of me, curled tail leading me to the teahouse’s back porch. This is Yoonai’s private retreat, and it is an honor to be received here.

      I pull my sweater over my damp top and carry my shortboots. My hair is wet near my scalp and sweat dries on my face. Yoonai’s porch is warm enough to protect the dozens of warm-climate plants flowering around her in a riot of color. She is reclining in a sea of peacock-colored cushions on her settee. Another just like it faces her and is waiting for me. The low table between them is covered with food and two different teapots.

      A woven reed dome covers a pile of steaming towels and I lift it and take one, wiping my face and neck clean of sweat. I pull a hair tie from my sweater’s pocket and pull my hair into a pile on top of my head. Yoonai tsks and comes over to my settee, slapping my hand away from my hair as she pulls it into the same kind of artfully messy pile she so often wears, pulling combs from somewhere inside her voluminous dress.

      “There,” she says softly and taps my nose. “You are lovely as ever.”

      I wrinkle my nose at her and scowl. “For all the good it does me.”

      “What good is beauty?” she muses.

      I roll my eyes. “Well, someone always told me beauty and grace open doors that might otherwise stay shut.”

      Yoonai smiles again. “Yes, but that same somebody also told you beauty isn’t everything. And what is beautiful to you or me, may not be beautiful to another.”

      Yoonai is fond of reminding me that looks are tools that do nothing without other skills. She has no use for mindless people. She piles a plate with lush fruits and mouthwatering cheeses and meats, and once I’ve begun eating, pours a fragrant cup of tea that has a mildly sedative effect—not so much that I feel groggy, just deeply relaxed.

      “Are you taking care of yourself?” she asks as my eyes begin to droop.

      “You’re worse than a fussy hen over her chicklet,” I remark.

      Her merry face goes solemn.

      “Chicklet,” she says. “You are in great danger, and I worry for your health. The pressure you’ll be under when news about the prisons gets out will be immense.”

      I am silent, but make eye contact, to show I’m listening.

      “The guests from earlier…”

      “They’d heard already,” I finish for her.

      She nods, fear oozing through her aura. Not just for herself, but for all of us.

      “I should go,” I say, rising to kiss her hands in gratitude for the respite she’s provided me. I have the strong feeling that cherishing moments like these will be necessary in the days to come.

      She kisses me back, on both cheeks, smiling her secret smile. The one that says she sees deep into my heart and knows all my thoughts. Bori, Mi and I have been equal parts awed and aggressively affectionate towards Yoonai our whole lives. Baba may have been the heart of our family and June has been our patriarch, but we all know Yoonai is mistress of us all when she chooses to be.

      “They’re lighting the lamps. It’s my favorite time of day.”

      “Will you walk with me?” I ask.

      She beams happily, pulling a shawl from the arm of the settee. She wraps it around her head and shoulders, into the kind of hood that is currently fashionable in the Solaran Courts.

      We link arms and walk down the street, watching the lamps being lit. A hush falls over the Starfire at lamplighting. The golden lights glimmer in the canals. Elsewhere in the city, folk use aetherlamps that cast a whiter glow; here we still use the oil lamps of old, which wrap twilight in nostalgia.

      Moon weaves in and out of the crowd, walking with us, and all instinctively make a path for her, acknowledging the demonae cat’s status as a small-god. I attune my senses to what surrounds us, feeling in all directions for anyone who might be following, but find nothing. When we reach the edge of the district, and I can see our house, Yoonai squeezes my arm.

      “Enjoy your mount,” she says before blending back into the quiet, sparkling streets.

      “What mount?” I murmur.

      Moon bumps her head against my leg and disappears as well.
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      But where did they come from, these beasts so like our own, and yet utterly different? One might look at the equine species and think horse, but that is only our minds making sense of what we see here. We equate one new species to the common one we already know, and yet, we must admit that while we do not understand these beasts in the slightest, they understand us all too well.

      — From the diaries of Bettel Takeda, Premier Ostler of the Imperial Stables of Air-Sen’ai

      

      I cross the canal and stand for a moment on the front steps, wistfully watching the last of the lamps being lit in the darkening evening. A particular feeling of endings radiates through my aura and I wallow in it. I am melancholy and I want to linger in the feeling for a few more moments, before going inside, where someone will surely want to fix it. Sometimes I need to just feel things, not fix them.

      When I finally open the door, June is standing between Miyala and the stocky leader of the guards. The guard is laughing and Miyala is glowering. She’s got a deadly look on her face that I wouldn’t aggravate for a bushel of gems, but the guard doesn’t appear to read her. The way he’s laughing proves he’s never seen her with her pistolas.

      “Please, Arastmus,” June asks amiably. “Apologize to Miyala and all will be well.”

      I raise my eyebrows, wanting to snort. That doesn’t seem true at all, but I rarely understand the complexities of diplomatic talk. Arastmus only continues to laugh.

      “Apologies, m’lady,” he croons with a mocking bow.

      Not used to this level of disrespect for my family, I reach for a knife and remember I’m unarmed. No matter, with a sweep of my foot I take Arastmus’ legs out from under him.

      June sighs in my direction. “That won’t help anything.”

      But Mi presses a sharp-heeled boot into Arastmus’ neck. “Touch me again, even by accident, and you’re dead,” she warns before stalking away.

      June’s expression sharpens. “You touched her?”

      Arastmus chuckles on the floor, but only for a second before June’s boot meets his ribs. There’s the faintest cracking noise and a sharp cry of pain.

      “Touch anyone in this household without their permission again and you’ll lose your life,” June warns.

      Arastmus scrambles to his feet, clutching his side and limps away, muttering something offensive about insanity.

      I raise my eyebrows. “This isn’t going well, I take it?”

      A look of deep exasperation crosses June’s face. “Just get ready for dinner, please.”

      “I ate at the Crescent Moon.”

      “Hospitality dictates that we all be present. Do not argue with me.”

      I turn to leave, but stop short. “Yoonai said something about a mount.”

      June grins. “She knows everything, doesn’t she? Well, come see. They got here while you were away.”

      I follow him out to the stable. We don’t usually keep riding animals, instead renting them from a service in the city. When we enter the stable the dissidents are crowded into one end, and on the other are three glorious Relequan hysans.

      “How did you…” I trail off.

      They’re magnificent, and I almost don’t want to know what kind of crime June has done to purchase such beautiful beasts. A Relequan hysan is an equine demonae, smart as a human, intuitive and intelligent, as well as being a warrior in their own right. We just doubled our fighting force.

      “Malikai,” June answers. Of course, Malikai and their sources can find anything, from anywhere. “I still paid a pretty sum for them, but we never would have found them otherwise.”

      “Which one is for me?” I ask.

      June grins. “Guess.”

      I walk towards them, holding out my hands to be smelled. Each of the trio comes forward, sniffing the air around my palms delicately. I am enraptured by their auras, which pulse with wild energy. Hysans of any kind are a rare equine species this far north, where different breeds of dyr or ovis are most usually used for riding, but Relequan hysans are special.

      A pair of elongated, ridged horns sprout from the center of their foreheads, which are massive, because Relequan hysans are some of the largest equine species in existence. These three are starting their winter coats already and their magnificent fur is shaggy, especially around the hooves, where each has abundant feathering.

      The first two to sniff me are the deep silvery black of the Black Sands desert. I know instantly from the barriers in their auras they have chosen their riders already. The third is a deep, indigo shade, with matching mane and tail, and her aura reaches out to envelop my own. I feel her seeking something in it, and shortly a feeling of oneness flows through my spirit eye and deep into the core of my being.

      She steps forward and nuzzles me gently, deftly missing me with her horns. I trust her implicitly not to hurt me and wrap my arms around her neck.

      “Saints alive,” I breathe, “what do they call you?”

      In my mind, the faintest of whispers answers, Nyx.

      “Nyx?” I whisper. “That’s perfect.”

      “That was fast,” June comments. “It took Bori and me nearly an hour to imprint.”

      “What about Mi?” I worry. “Why didn’t she get one?”

      June smiles. “Yoonai says she’ll be taken care of, soon enough.”

      I frown. Yoonai can be cryptic, just like Malikai, but usually not this cryptic. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      June shrugs, his own hysan nuzzling his neck. Clearly, he is as enchanted by her as I am by Nyx. I’ll admit, it’s hard to worry about Miyala right now, but still, I do. Nyx stamps her hooves impatiently and nudges my shoulder with her nose. She is frustrated by something. I follow her gaze.

      The dissidents are huddled into the corners of the stable stalls, looking at us with fear in their eyes. I glance meaningfully at June to get his attention. He nods, then steps outside and looks around. None of the guards are out here right now. Perhaps they think their prisoners are in no danger of running away, being chained back together in groups of three and four the way they are.

      “I’ll keep watch,” he says in a hushed voice. “See what they need.”

      I walk slowly toward them. A few of the children are shaking, with cold or with fear, I don’t know. The stable is warmer than outside, comfortable for the hysans, but not warm enough for people. I pull thick, woolen dyr blankets from shelves and begin handing them out.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask.

      No one answers, but they are thin, far too thin. The bags of food the guards brought for them are too far away for them to reach. I drag one over and open it. Stale, week-old bread and hard little apples, brown and bruised. Nothing is bad, but neither is it any good.

      “Eat this now,” I say softly. “I’ll make sure you get better tomorrow.”

      No one responds, or even looks at me, but they begin to pass the food out. I look to the hysans and give them a wicked grin. Nyx stamps her hooves with pleasure, as our imprinted bond seems to clue her into what I’m thinking.

      “Would you three be so good as to destroy the rest of this food?” I ask sweetly, leaving the doors to their stalls wide open. Once imprinted, a Relequan hysan will never leave its rider willingly, so there’s no need to shut them in.

      I kiss Nyx’s face as she passes me. The dissidents and I watch in wonder as the hysans make short work of the measly bags of food meant to last weeks. In mere moments the supply is ruined. We’ll have no choice but to replace it with something better.

      One of the dissidents comes forward then, straining against the chains. “Are you l’Echo Morbida?”

      I nod once, feeling uncomfortable with the use of my professional moniker. “I am Echo, yes.”

      The dissident is tall and lean, with pale hair that falls just past their ears. They have an air of dignity and leadership in their aura that I immediately admire. They are the leader here, the voice of the group, that’s obvious. “Hello, I’m Arquessa Lamont.”

      I step toward them, til our faces are so close we might kiss. Softly, so that no one else hears, I say, “Hello, Arquessa. If you know who I am, then you know what the Vindicata stand for.”

      Arquessa nods. “Can you help us?”

      “We’re trying, and I know your people are tired and need more than just food. Have any of the guards harmed anyone here?”

      Arquessa shakes their head, “No. The copper-haired one will not let them. We are safe for now. I am putting my trust in you, Echo.”

      “I am pleased to be of service,” I say, hoping my sincerity comes through. I note that I still haven’t caught sight of the guard Arquessa mentioned. “How may I address you?”

      “They’re coming back,” June whispers from the door.

      The dissidents’ leader takes my forearm in greeting and hastily whispers, “My friends call me Quess, and you may address me as she and her.”

      “Come now,” June warns as he walks away.

      I am reluctant to leave, but I follow. We walk out of the stable together, appearing calm as we can. It’s the two brutes from before. They shy away from us, apparently aware now that they’re in one of the most dangerous houses in Kilm. I step in front of them, menace in my eyes.

      “Stay away from the prisoners and the hysans,” I say, a mean, lazy smile opening on my face. “Touch one of them and I’ll know.”

      “I’ve heard about you,” the taller one stammers. “You’re crazy.”

      Inwardly, I wince at the insult. Whispers about my mental state abound throughout the continent. Outwardly, I smile wider.

      “You have no idea,” I say, poking him in the chest hard enough that he gasps in pain. I knee him sharply in the groin to make my point and he doubles over. Arquessa–Quess– looks on from the stable door, along with the dissidents chained closest to her. She winces when the guard doubles over, but there is satisfaction in her eyes before she disappears.

      June laughs cruelly and hisses, “Surely you’ve heard the other rumors about my Echo?”

      The taller one fidgets, not meeting June’s glare. The shorter one is foolish and looks right at him. “Bah, rumors. A lot of bluster about a girl.”

      June raises a dark eyebrow, “Careful, little man,” he says, his voice deadly soft, “Those rumors aren’t half what Echo’s capable of. They won’t even whisper the worst she can do.”

      Both men avert their eyes, and I can see they’re wracking their minds, tallying up every horrible thing they’ve heard about me. Every outrageous story, every gory twist of fate, every pile of bodies. I let out a slow laugh and turn away. Better to leave them with their fear than to say anything else. I take June’s arm to steady my hands and we walk back to the house, arm in arm.

      Inside the kitchen, we exchange worried looks. We each play a part for our public persona. We’re not known for cruelty, certainly, but we have a reputation for a certain ruthlessness that isn’t quite true. Not at home anyway.

      No, here and alone with the crew, we’ve always been softer, more relaxed. I wonder now if that was a mistake. If that’s what turned Franco, Mercutia and the others. It’s difficult to imagine why they’d betray us. Maybe living apart from them was a mistake.

      “I wish we could trust Franco and the others still,” I say, without thinking. June looks as though I’ve stabbed him.

      “I made choices,” he says, stroking my cheek with the back of his hand. “Four in particular I will never regret.”

      Baba. Miyala. Bori. Echo. Papai.

      In my mind’s eye I see our names written on the stone hearth in vermillion ink, surrounded by a heart on a rainy afternoon long, long ago when I first learned my letters. June cried out in surprise when he found me. We’d only lived together for a year and I thought him angry.

      I began to sob, and he pulled me into his lap, saying, “I am not angry, love. I’m so happy it surprised me. We all make bad choices sometimes, but all I see on that wall are my four best. Probably better not to write on Baba’s expensive fireplace though, agreed?”

      It never came out. When we left the house in Wall City, Paulo tried to get a stonemason to cut it out, but she’d said it might bring the house down to do it. It’s probably still there.

      I bite my lip to keep tears from pooling at the memory. Ferdinand clears his throat and we both turn.

      “Dinner will be ready in a half hour,” the cook says grumpily. “Don’t be late.”

      “I’m ready now,” I retort saucily.

      “Not even close,” June says, sniffing the air near my shoulder. “Bathe.”

      I roll my eyes and stick out my tongue, but I go.

      I pass Bori in the hall and he grins. “What about those hysans?”

      He’s already dressed for dinner, looking elegant in close-fitting black breeches, heavy boots and a thick grey sweater. His face is freshly shaved and his hair is combed nicely. In the lamplight, he looks like the man he’s grown into, rather than the boy of my heart’s memory.

      I sniff and let out a long whistle. He even smells good.

      He laughs and says, “Wish I could say the same about you, bayami, but you smell.”

      Miyala bursts out of her room, eyes frantic. “Echo, thank gods you're home,” she cries, “I have nothing to wear.”

      Bori roars with laughter as he walks away.

      “That’s not possible,” I say, thinking of her enormous closet, full of clothes.

      “It is,” she insists. “I need to wear something that says ‘I’ll gut you.’ You have outfits that say that, don’t you?”

      I roll my eyes, but pull her hand as I walk. “Hurry up. Ferdinand says dinner starts in a half hour.”

      “Your hair is perfect,” she says. “Try not to ruin it in the bath. Yoonai?”

      I nod as we enter my room. It’s a cozy space, with creamy white walls and simple wood furniture. Looking around, I realize it reminds me of Malikai. I even have the same crystals they favor on my windowsills.

      I can’t help but think of the malevolent fiery-eyed presence on the spirit paths and a chill spider-walks down my spine. I shake it off and enter the white tiled bathing room and fill the tub. I undress and get into the steaming water before it’s full. Miyala sorts through my closet, updating me on the sins of the brutish guards.

      “And the nerve they have,” she says, “looking at us that way.”

      “Have you seen all of them?” I ask. “I keep missing the fourth.”

      The movement inside my closet stops and she pokes her head out. The freckles on her dark brown skin are more pronounced in the light of the bathing room. She’s a beauty with a delicately flared nose, luminous amber-colored eyes, full lips and coiled black hair that creates an ebony crown around her face and shoulders.

      Everything about her is rich gold and dangerous luxury; I’m not sure why she thinks she needs something different to wear. She could wear a potato sack to dinner and still intimidate the Midlanders. They fear Fanubans anyway, and Miyala is especially intimidating to weak men.

      “Yes, I’ve seen him,” she says, her expression guarded.

      “And?” I ask.

      “And he’s… good to look at,” she replies.

      “What does that mean?” I ask. She’s so frustrating.

      “You’ll like how he looks,” she says, and there’s something in her voice that grates.

      “I don’t know why you think anything in my closet will fit you,” I mutter.

      It’s not like we’re even close to the same size. She makes a rude gesture with three of her fingers. “I’m here for inspiration and shoes,” she says, carrying a pile of clothes and footwear. “Finish up and come out. I’ll be back in a flash.”

      I finish bathing, being careful, despite my annoyance with Mi, to not disturb my hair. She’s right, it looks lovely. I pull a robe on and go out to the bedroom.

      Mi is wearing tight leather leggings and a close fitting black jacket that fastens at an asymmetrical angle that hugs all the right places. She’s pulling a pair of my tall boots on. The heels are wedged and sturdy and everything about the ensemble enhances her dangerous beauty.

      “You look terrifying,” I say, meaning it. She’s wrought her beauty into something beyond intimidating. She’s what I imagine Neythe would look like, without her leopard disguise: glittering and lethal.

      “You next,” she orders briskly.

      She thrusts a pair of black pants into my hands. I pull them on and remember that she picked them out the last time we went shopping. They’re beautifully made, hugging my curves in a fabric so soft and dark it swallows light.

      “Are you upset about the hysans?” I ask.

      I don’t want to hurt her feelings, but I have to ask. If there’s any resentment between us, it’s better to know now.

      She looks surprised, then laughs. “No, I’m not, why would I be?”

      I don’t know how to answer her. If she and Bori were gifted exquisite, wildly expensive equines that form an everlasting bond with their riders, and I was left out, I’d be mad. I frown at her momentarily and sense again that something just out of my understanding is happening with her.

      “Next.” She tosses me a loose long-sleeve top I haven’t seen before. It drapes in a deep v across the front.

      “I’m not wearing this. I have no desire to have my breasts on display all night.”

      She gives me a confused look. “What? Oh, no, that’s the back. It’ll show off your mark.”

      She turns the top around. The neck is a high scoop that will just graze my collarbones, but the back will drape in a deep v, showing off the Raothami tattoo Malikai gave me on my eighteenth birthday, this past summer.

      A combination of alchemical symbols, constellations and moon phases, it depicts the stellar moment of my birth, and according to Malikai is meant to protect me from evil. Yoonai purred with pleasure when she saw it— “The best you’ve ever done,” she said to Malikai, “and nearly as good as the one I did for you.”

      A Raothami mark is only gifted to the most talented students and I nearly died from the intense pride and gratitude I felt when Malikai ordered me onto Yoonai’s workroom table. The crew toasted me, and said I deserved it, but when everyone left and Malikai began, they said, “No one deserves this gift.”

      I startled, but Malikai’s cool fingers dragged deliciously down my spine. “You earned this.”

      I smiled against the table and surrendered to the sweet pain that so closely resembled my training. Any common fool knows a Raothami mark should serve as a warning about the body it graces. Miyala is pulling out all the stops.

      She begins handing me knives and together we strap at least half a dozen to our bodies and step back from each other with matching grins.

      “Vindicata women,” she says with delight.

      I bite back a laugh. This might be fun.
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      What we know about dark matter is far eclipsed by that which we do not. Much of the ancients’ knowledge was lost in the voyages across and between. It often seems to us that which we call “dark matter” is attracted to matter which we have given the name “starfire,” but perhaps it is the other way around. Or perhaps we may only truly perceive the dark in contrast to the blaze of starfire. By all accounts, they are inextricably linked.

      — From A Philosophical Reading of the Cosmos, by Saraya Alenoush, House of Parval

      

      We make our way downstairs to the dining room, where the men are already waiting. Arastmus and the two lumpy guards I’ve already met look uncomfortable. I hope it’s because I killed one of their companions earlier. They rise and Arastmus introduces the shorter one as Marcus and the taller one as Octavian. Lorami names, so at least my assumptions are correct about their lineage. The fourth guard doesn’t rise. In fact, he looks intentionally bored and unimpressed.

      “Fenric, please,” Arastmus says, and I notice there is a plea in his voice. “He’s just cranky from our travels. Don’t mind him.” So, this man is difficult.

      He is not difficult to look at, with the kind of tousled shoulder length hair the color of burnt copper that one imagines always appears fashionably undone. He has a long nose that looks as though it’s been broken several times, which takes nothing away from the effects of his square jaw and prominent cheekbones. Eyes the color of storms at sea flicker over Miyala with interest and ignore me completely. To my horror, a flush burns in my cheeks at the slight.

      When he stands he is taller than anyone in the room, with long muscular limbs. His pale skin is freckled and tanned, as though he spends plenty of time in the sun. He’s freshly shaven, so he does care about this dinner, despite his effort to look as though he doesn’t.

      He’s well dressed, in a pair of brown leather pants and a loosely woven, rustic sweater the color of fallen leaves. This man looks more like a country prince than a prison guard. His surly expression only adds to the effect. As he shifts his stance, a tattoo of a Valkun rune peeks out from the sleeve of his sweater, and a tiny spark of surprise shoots through me.

      Without a thought to the mores of hospitality, the insult rolls off my tongue, bitter as acid: “So, Valkun, you have no honor?”

      His eyes shutter for a moment and a pink flush tinges the tips of his ears, but otherwise, he stays cool as he shrugs. Still, not a glance my way.

      “I do what I have to,” is all he says as he sits.

      His Quotidia, the common language between the ten realms, is accented only slightly, but confirms his Valkun heritage. His voice is deep and I imagine he sings well, which for some reason annoys me even more.

      Everyone takes their seats, but June asks, “Echo, my darling, will you please check on the wine. I thought Ferdinand was bringing more out.”

      This is a ruse. June and Mi have planned this carefully and I would give them a round of applause if we were alone. Bori laughs, he can’t help it. But this has its effect too, because the guards, Fenric included, all look at his shining fangs – a sparkling message that speaks for itself.

      The Vindicata have a Solaran Wolf in their ranks. Descended from the greatest warriors the ancient world had to offer, the Wolves are fabled to be Thaon, the Solaran war god’s, children. Though not possessed of any mystical powers, the Wolves are marked by lupine fangs and preternatural speed and strength. Bori’s true strength is his gift with herbs, but in a fight, he more than holds his own.

      As I go, I feel eyes burning into my mark, yet another feather in June’s cap. A Solaran Wolf, a Raothami Master, and these are just the obvious skills. Surely they must be trying to calculate the potential threat Miyala might pose, lurking underneath her burnished beauty.

      She’s never been as widely known as Bori or myself. Perhaps that is because she is most talented in strategy and more esoteric pursuits, and often doesn’t travel with us when the crew executes violent missions. She and Baba frequently stayed home together in recent years, while the rest of us carried out their well-laid plans.

      June, they don’t have to wonder about, for his cunning and intelligence are continental legend. Charming, persuasive, deadly with nearly any weapon and his hands, there’s nothing June isn’t rumored to be capable of. He’s pulled off more impressive heists and assassinations than any other crew boss.

      I wonder if this is why Paulo had to die. Because no one was smarter, or more beautiful than Baba, and together they were beyond formidable, and the Vindicata were untouchable. To add to it, they had three accomplished, admirable children, all capable of continuing the dynasty of crime they’d built – living together as a family, rather than a clutch of brutes.

      The Warlord is punishing us for being better than him. I thought I hated him after Yulmain, but now I despise him. I see now that Joram Markona will not suffer our success. He thinks to devastate and humiliate us, if not eliminate us entirely.

      “We’ll see about that,” I growl, pulling the bottle of wine from Ferdinand’s hands a little too forcefully, causing him to grumble as I sweep haughtily back into the dining room.

      I toss the bottle to June and slink into my seat. They’re already at least two or three bottles in, from what I can tell. Octavian and Marcus both look like they’ve drunk a bit too much, and Arastmus appears to have had enough to be troublesome. The Valkun isn’t drinking wine at all, with only a glass of water in front of him. This, at least, I can respect.

      June opens the wine and passes it. Octavian pours a full glass and begins to leer at me again. My fingers snap to my knives. Where is the food? These fools will be wasted drunk before dinner even begins. But of course, this is the point.

      “Keep your eyes to yourself,” I say sharply.

      This causes Octavian to grin sloppily.

      “Aren’t ye a bit…fat… for that tattoo,” he says and inadvertently I shrink away from him.

      The room is silent. I’m embarrassed. His comment has done exactly what it’s meant to: make me forget that I am talented, educated, and beautiful.

      “Tattoos fit all bodies,” Miyala says dryly, “and trust me, guard, you don’t want to find out how she earned that one.”

      Octavian laughs and says, “Now hold up there, I don’t object to her body, in fact, I’d like to take it upstairs and… Well... But you’re the one I’d think was mistress of the Raotham arts. I like the lean look of you, but her, I’d like to—”

      Arastmus kicks Octavian under the table.

      “No, no,” I say as a demonic grin stretches my cheeks. “Please, finish that sentence.”

      Octavian finally drags his eyes from my chest to look at my face and he pales. Apparently, the grin I’m wearing isn’t quite as pleasing as my fat body. I hope he’s remembering the way I pinned Marcus’ hood to the prison wagon earlier today, or our conversation in the courtyard. I’ve started cleaning my fingernails with one of my knives as a reminder.

      Marcus definitely remembers. He’s glaring at me.

      The energy in the room is strained and June says, “I’m sure dinner will be ready soon.”

      “You said that a half hour ago,” Marcus growls.

      “I can’t control Ferdinand,” June replies brightly. “The man is an artist.”

      Miyala snickers and Bori snorts. Ferdinand is merely competent. We can’t afford an artist. He hasn’t even started dinner, and I’m sure he’s not meant to.

      Tension builds as the wine bottle is passed again. Arastmus asks about the hysans and a few sentences are exchanged, but the conversation grinds to a halt when Marcus begins to sway.

      He’s muttering something under his breath: “et abominamenta ab fidebus sunt.”

      “What’s that you’re saying, mate?” Miyala asks.

      For a moment Marcus is nearly lucid. He looks around the room and snarls. Something is wrong with his aura, just like the guard this morning. I nearly slip between, to the spiriti valem, to look at it from the other side, but that might be a mistake. I can’t afford mistakes.

      “What are we doing ‘ere with this Orinian trash anyway, Arastmus?” He is lucid, but slurring his words in his drunken state.

      Arastmus’ forehead beads with sweat and he wipes his hands repeatedly on his napkin. He’s lost control of his men.

      “Bunch of unnaturals, this city’s crawlin’ with them and you get us stuck with this bunch of miserable cunts. Even worse than the rest of ‘em. They let pussy do their fightin’ for ‘em.”

      Time stills as the brute’s vile words sink in. No one speaks like this in Orn, no one. Not only is it firmly against the mores of hospitality, but it is everything our culture abhors.

      Time springs back into motion and my hands itch for a knife. Miyala stabs the table with one of her own, looking so threatening I almost don’t hear what Marcus is muttering. Bori looks as though he might spring onto the table and throttle the man. As always, June is completely calm, aside from the irritated look he shoots at Miyala’s knife, stuck in the table.

      The guard’s speech slurs more heavily now, but I make out his words. “Et abominamenta ab fidebus sunt. Et abominamenta ab fidebus sunt. Et abominamenta ab fidebus sunt.”

      He’s rocking back and forth in his chair and I am queasy looking at him. Life drains from his aura and the cold I felt on the spiriti valem returns. I am frozen in terror, watching it happen. I only caught a bit of this anomaly earlier, not enough to know the real horror of what I saw.

      Fenric, who sits next to him, touches his shoulder and he stills for a moment. I think maybe he’s calmed the drunk, but Marcus continues.

      “The True God will have you all in hell, for you are abominations of faith,” he shouts.

      Now I know I didn’t imagine the anomaly in the guard’s aura this morning. There’s simply nothing in Marcus’ aura; I can sense it's still there, but somehow it is full of nothing. He goes for the knife at his hip and fumbles, but he’s lunging for June, faster than I thought him capable of. I don’t have time to worry about his aura.

      I earned my mark with the hours of my childhood and the sweat of my fat body. In a flash I am over the table, sliding my blade between his legs and deep into his femoral artery. He doesn’t even try to defend himself, which is nearly as odd as his empty aura. I keep my face purposefully blank.

      He dies quickly enough, I suppose. No one moves to help him as he struggles. I step back to sit on the table, as his blood spreads across the floor.

      “Bad manners,” Mi quips.

      “Terrible manners,” Bori agrees.

      I feel sick to my stomach, but I smile serenely and nod. We three look to June, who leans back in his chair.

      Papai won’t learn until he splits his head open. I shake Paulo’s voice out of my head. I need to focus.

      “This is not good, Arastmus. At least thrice today you and your people have violated my hospitality. I don’t see how we can keep you on,” June says smoothly, looking at Arastmus with what looks like genuine concern.

      Arastmus is taking shaky, ragged breaths. Octavian is gaping at Marcus’ blood and is choking for air. “I’ll not stay in this house,” he mutters and pushes away from the table.

      He runs from the room. Arastmus looks after him helplessly.

      I wonder why they didn’t react this way to the death this morning, but maybe this is more disturbing since we’re at dinner, or perhaps it’s because this is the second person they’ve seen me kill today and they’re worried they’ll be next. Or maybe they liked this one better than the other. Who can predict how Midlanders will react to things?

      June shakes his head, overtly false sadness written on his face. A smile dances in his eyes. “Arastmus, I’m afraid you can’t stay here after your behavior towards Miyala.”

      “But, but…” Arastmus stammers, “we cannot leave the prisoners. We won’t get paid unless we take them all the way to the Stone Citadel.”

      June’s gaze glides towards Fenric, who looks uncomfortable. “Well, Fenric, will you save your fellows’ lives and purses? You’re the only one who hasn’t made an ass of himself under my roof.”

      Fenric sighs, giving Arastmus, who is backing away from the table slowly, a disgusted look. “Aye, Arastmus. I’ll save your hide. But I’m taking a thirty percent cut of the whole job— not just your cut.”

      Arastmus looks like he might argue, but his foot slips in the pool of blood and he crashes to the floor, face to face with the dead guard. He scrambles away, making an unholy mess on the floor.

      “That will be fine,” he squeals as he goes.

      We sit in silence for a few moments, listening to him running down the hall, breathing hard and sobbing. I hop off the table, avoiding the mess.

      “I killed it, one of you has to clean it up,” I say.

      We cannot afford the high wages servants in Kilm earn, so one of them really will have to clean it up. My mind is about to revolt, so it cannot be me, though it would be unwise to show this in front of the Valkun.

      Miyala nods and Bori goes to the kitchen, presumably to get something to clean with. I kiss June’s cheek and he says, “All saints bless you, love. You saved my life.”

      He would have done fine on his own, but I’m happy to defend him.

      “I need some air,” I whisper. He nods and I drift to the hallway. My body is buzzing as I pull on one of June’s long woolen coats–mine is nowhere to be found and I need to be out of the house now. Outside, the street is unusually quiet. It’s dinnertime everywhere else in Kilm, just not here.

      I walk along one of the primary aquavias as it flows toward the lake. Before I know it, I’m on the pier and the mist is blowing across the water in billows and puffs. I lean against a low stone wall. The air is cold and the sky is full of stars. The moon rises, a tiny sliver of a waxing crescent.

      I should have gone to Malikai’s instead of coming down here. Lethal I may be, but I’m not invulnerable and the pier is dangerous at night. I haven’t even bothered to check that no one is following me.

      My body and mind are in uproar after two unplanned assassinations. Typically, I prepare myself with Raothami rituals and prayer to Neythe for auric cleansing before a kill. I know I should do so now. I need to ask Malikai for help.

      I turn to go to the Crescent Moon and find Fenric standing a few paces behind me. I gasp, startled by his presence, cursing myself for the danger I’ve put myself in. I can’t help but wonder how much of that was on purpose, how much I might be sabotaging myself right now. My hair pulls loose in the wind and strands of it whip around me.

      Fenric’s face twist in agony and he breathes, “Marzana?”

      “What?” I snap. “Who’s Marzana?”

      His eyes clear after a moment, and it’s back to the sneering prince. “No one.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “You shouldn’t go out alone at night,” he remarks, but with absolutely no feeling. This isn’t why he’s followed me and we both know it. Only I don’t know why he has followed me.

      “I’m not alone,” I reply. “You’re here.”

      I’m not sure what I intend to accomplish by saying this. He sighs and we begin to walk back towards home. He’s stiff, and he’s forgotten his coat, so he must be cold. When we reach the Starfire he turns towards the house and I nearly let him go, but I find myself asking, “Have you ever been to Kilm before?”

      He turns towards me, one eyebrow raised in suspicion. He shakes his head once, no.

      “Then you’ve never been to the Crescent Moon?” He shrugs and rolls his eyes, as if to say, “Obviously not.”

      I turn towards the footbridge. “Come on then.”

      The lamps flicker softly, reflecting in the water. Voices carry from restaurant balconies and snow is falling in charming clusters that catch in our hair.

      “Winter comes early here,” he remarks, watching flakes float around his face.

      “This isn’t winter,” I chuckle. “Just snow. Sometimes it snows in the middle of summer in Kilm. Isn’t it the same in Valkun?”

      My voice is light, but he still won’t look at me and I sense his anger, though I have some trouble reading all that’s swirling in his aura. He doesn’t answer my question. I don’t know why I’ve invited him along. He’s good looking and the tug in my body tells me I’m attracted to him, but he doesn’t like me at all.

      Soon though, he’s enchanted by the Starfire, as anyone with a heart would be. In my peripheral vision I catch his slate-colored eyes sparkling with wonder. The scent of night blooming plants drifts over us, and the sound of the aquavias as they trickle over little stone waterfalls, the sparkling lights and dancing snowflakes are nothing short of magical. He smiles, but to himself. When he catches me looking he glares.

      I can’t help it, I laugh. “What have I done to make you hate me so much?”

      “I don’t hate you,” he bites back, but that’s not how it sounds.

      “Alright.” I laugh again, because what else can I do?

      I am so focused on our conversation, on wondering what he’s thinking, that I don’t see the attackers until they’re on us. In the lamplight of the Starfire, I cannot make out their faces. There are only two of them, which feels like foolish planning to me. I nod to Fenric, who presses his back to mine as they circle us.

      I draw a knife and step away from Fenric slightly, watching the one who has chosen me. Their eyes glitter above the scarf wrapped around their face, and I cannot make out anything about them from watching them move, or the clothes they wear. Professionals then.

      They have a knife of their own in one fist and as they lunge toward me, I grab their forearm with my bare hand, using all my strength to push them back. We are locked in place, seemingly matched perfectly in strength, until Fenric’s attacker kicks me in the back of the knee. I buckle, and my attacker’s knife grazes my thigh.

      I ram my shoulder into theirs, pushing them back and away from both myself and the fight happening behind us. I feel it then, the knowledge that I am just a hair stronger than they are. I drop my knife as they lunge for me again, ducking slightly to block with my forearm, punching them hard in the gut with my other hand.

      They double over, but don’t go down. I take the moment of hesitation I see in their eyes and knee them sharply in the groin, smashing the heel of my boot hard on the arch of theirs, and then as they crumble to the ground I punch them again and again in the face until Fenric pulls me off.

      “Are you going to kill them?” he gasps.

      I shake my head, stepping away, breathing hard. I glance at him to check for serious injury. Aside from a small cut on his face, he looks alright. His attacker is backing away, watching us.

      When we both take another step back, Fenric’s foe rushes to their companion, helps them to their feet and Fenric and I watch them disappear into the night. They are fast and fluid still, I give that to them.

      “They fought to kill at first,” Fenric says between breaths. “Why did they give up?”

      I just stare at him for a moment, thinking of the fact that he’d just kept me from killing my own attacker.

      He laughs, “Ah, well. Perhaps we were a bit more to handle than they expected?”

      “Perhaps,” I murmur. But I can’t help thinking they were testing us, seeing how we’d fight together, knowing that I don’t kill indiscriminately. I keep this to myself though.

      I reach up to touch his face and he winces as my fingers lightly touch the swelling around the cut. “We should get to the Crescent Moon and have Yoonai patch us up.”

      “Are you even injured?” he asks, awe in his voice.

      I smile. “A little.”

      We start back in the direction of the Crescent Moon. The tension between us has lessened somewhat now.

      “You were amazing. Does your Raothami training help you move that way?” he asks.

      “Probably a little, but I’ve always been like this.”

      He murmurs something that sounds like “Even as a child,” and I stop.

      “What did you say?”

      “Nothing,” he says. His eyes are a bit too wide, a bit too innocent, and there is obfuscation in his aura.

      I sigh. This has been an exhausting day.

      We arrive at the teahouse and as expected it’s bustling with people. Music floats out on the breeze. The lights are off in the loft and Malikai is smoking a fragrant herbal cigarette on the steps. They nod to me and beckon, “We’ve been expecting you two. Yoonai is having a little gathering out back...”

      They trail off when Fenric steps into the light, nostrils flaring.

      “What happened?” Malikai grabs me, their strong fingers gentle, but insistent with concern.

      “I’m alright. Just a graze. Fenric’s face needs some help though. Can you clear the party out? We need to talk.”

      Malikai motions to the stairs. “Wait here.”

      Fenric watches them go, in awe. “Malikai Idrisani is really your teacher?”

      I can’t stop a burble of laughter from escaping my throat. “Yes. Are you in love with them?”

      Fenric looks slightly uncomfortable. “No, not… exactly. I just… well, I always wanted to be a Raotham Master when I was a child. I admire Master Idrisani quite a bit.”

      “Everyone does,” I say with a smirk.
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      Cleaning even the finest blade with improper tools introduces fissures and corrosion, perhaps invisible to the naked eye, but fosters an environment for rust to fester, nonetheless.

      — From Care of Weaponry, by Zefira Yarovaya

      

      The party clears quickly and Fenric and I are in Yoonai’s workroom getting cleaned up when Bori rushes in.

      “I got your cynae,” he says to Yoonai, then brushes past Fenric to fuss at my side.

      Yoonai begins to stitch up Fenric’s face, as I change out of my clothes and into one of the clean robes Yoonai keeps in her workroom for situations just like this.

      I see Fenric’s eyes flickering to and from my body as I change. Bori notices as well and glares hard at him.

      “Eyes off my sister,” he says coolly.

      Fenric blushes deeply and lowers his eyes.

      Malikai snickers softly and I glare at them and my brother both.

      “Enough,” I say as I slide onto the marble-topped worktable, pulling the robe back so Bori can look at my thigh.

      “A clean cut. This is your only injury?”

      “Yes,” I answer softly, my thoughts drifting as my brother cleans my wound. Malikai watches me closely.

      “She needs something else,” they say as they pass Bori.

      Bori looks at my dazed expression and nods. Even in my slightly impaired state, I know why they are being careful. It wouldn’t do for Fenric to understand that I am often unwell after a fight. This is one of our family’s best kept secrets.

      Miyala and June burst in and Fenric sighs. “Who is with the prisoners?”

      June rolls his eyes. “You as soon as you get back to watch them. All saints know they’re chained up tight enough they barely need a monitor, but feel free to hurry along.”

      Fenric looks at all of us, but no one contradicts June.

      “You’re all patched up,” Yoonai says, patting his shoulder. She hands him a small glass pot. “Put this on your face twice a day, and you’ll be good as new soon.”

      It is his dismissal. He shakes his head, his jaw clenched as he leaves. He glares at me especially as he goes.

      “He really hates me,” I say to Malikai as they hand me a tall glass of light green liquid.

      Malikai laughs. “You are very wrong, littling. Drink up.”

      The cold liquid smells like sunshine on grass, and there’s a slight bubble to it as I sip. I begin to feel more alert and I blink a few times to clear my vision.

      June and Bori are whispering together in the corner and Miyala comes to hold my hand.

      “Are you alright?” she asks.

      My words come in a staccato rush, halting and harsh. “Yes. There were only two of them. They ran off. I didn’t kill them.”

      “That’s alright,” she says, her voice soothing. “Do you know who they were?”

      Everyone is listening now. “No, they were masked. Plain-clothes, no discernible fighting style.”

      “Professionals then,” June muses, echoing my own thought.

      “Then why were neither of them injured further?” Bori asks. He gives me a sheepish grin. “Sorry bayami, I know how good you are in a fight, but...”

      I cut him off. “No, you’re right. I could have killed them, of course. And at first, they both fought to kill, but then it was as if they both stopped trying as hard.”

      “They were evaluating you. Testing you,” June says. “Fenric too.”

      “Yes. I think so.”

      Miyala lets out a small sound. She squeezes my hand. “This isn’t good.”

      “No, it’s not,” Malikai agrees. “We are going to need to change your fighting regimen significantly. I’d like you to perfect some of the Kaziti hand fighting we started last year.”

      “And maybe it would be good to learn something of the staff fighting Fanubans practice,” I add. “If this is how they’re going to come at us, I should vary my fighting style as much as possible so whichever crew it is can’t pin me down. We have to assume they know something about the way I fight already.”

      June covers his face with his hands for a moment, breathing through his fingers. “We should all be training more. If they’re targeting Echo now, it means they know we’re depending on her.”

      “It’s not as though that was a secret,” Miyala says sharply. “But I agree.”

      Bori and I stare at our sister, and then at each other. June didn’t ask her what she thought. We both hold our breath, waiting for our father to snap at her, to tell her to fall back in line. But he doesn’t and the moment passes for everyone else. Even Bori stops looking suspicious, but I know this is a clue.

      Our chain of command has always been very clear, with Bori, Miyala and I at the very bottom. But lately, Miyala has wanted a more active role in the crew and things are changing.

      Everyone is chatting softly to one another, but I watch my sister closely. She is still holding my hand and I stare at her perfectly shaped oval nails and her brown fingers, looped through my own. I’m overwhelmed by the urge to hug her and I pull her into my arms.

      I hear her gasp in slight surprise, but then her arms go around me, and I feel her fingers in my hair. I cling to her for a moment and I feel a shudder in her breath that tells me she’s as disturbed by what happened tonight as I am.

      None of us has ever been attacked in the Starfire. Violence rarely happens here, as the social consequences for doing so are severe. No one has mentioned this, but the fact that no one came to our aid is devastating. The occupants of the Starfire left Fenric and I to fend for ourselves. The people we’ve depended on as our community for six years have abandoned us.
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      At first, we believed only Otham was indigenous to this place. Later we came to understand the creatures of this world were far more like the People than we first believed. They are more than mythic beasts, they are aware.

      — From Journal #742 of Captain Jane Myranda

      

      I decide to stay at the loft to work in extra training sessions with Malikai. Whichever crew is stalking me means to kill me before we leave with the dissidents. I am sure of it now. Malikai and I discuss different vengeance crews who might be culpable, as well as which mercenaries and independent assassins are currently in Kilm. The vengeance crews are our strongest possibility. But at this point, it could be anyone who simply doesn’t like the idea of prisons in Orn and wants to eliminate us, since they can't attack Joram Markona.

      The word about the Warlord’s orders to the Cabal is out, and we’re the only crew with prisoners in Kilm right now. Every day feels a bit like a test to see how Kilm will react. I turn over what happened between Joram and I at Yulmain several times when I’m alone, wondering if we’re being targeted because of my behavior, but I can’t see how it could possibly have offended him.

      He’s the one who rejected me, after all. Stay away from me. He’d practically spit at me. And I have. It’s hard to understand what caused such a lapse in my judgement to begin with. I must have lost all my good sense to throw myself at the Warlord the way I did. In my heart, I know I’m lonely, but that doesn’t explain why I’d do such a thing.

      I try not to think about it, knowing it probably means much more to me than it did to him. He’s infamously promiscuous. Likely, he doesn’t even remember the encounter, so I try to let it go.

      Ten days go by and I barely leave the loft, except to ride Nyx. Malikai has their own Relequan hysan, a sapphire colored beast that must have cost a fortune, and we ride outside the city nearly every day. My connection to Nyx deepens with each ride, and I am satisfied with the progress we’re making.

      I see Bori and Mi for training exercises and June comes for dinner every night, but I don’t go back to our house. It’s unspoken, but everyone seems to understand that I’ve never killed anyone in our home before and the experience left me shaken. They come to me and don’t ask when I’m going to return.

      No one speaks to me about the dissidents or Fenric, and I’m just as happy not to hear about them. Bori and Mi make intricate maps of the routes we might take to the Stone Citadel, which we examine for hours in the evenings, arguing over which routes leave us most open for attack. June hires Whispers to find out which of the vengeance crews may be plotting against us, and we spend hours strategizing about defense with Malikai, who has been so instrumental in the process I often forget they’re not coming with us.

      It starts to feel like we may be prepared to make the trip to the Stone Citadel safely. I know another plan is brewing, one that June and Mi hope may save our honor and our oaths, but they say nothing of it to me, though I suspect Bori knows a little. I am alright with being left in the dark, for now.

      The unexpected joy of this time is that Miyala and I spend more time training together than we have in years. The connection that’s been dwindling between us lights again, and despite everything, I’m happy.

      One morning, Miyala and I are relaxing after a long breakfast with Yoonai when a cynae lands on her balcony. She pays it with a raw gemstone from her pocket, and unfolds a ragged piece of paper, tears springing to her eyes.

      “I need you to go to the Dark Quarter,” she says.

      Miyala and I both sit a little straighter, and Mi pulls her boots on under the table.

      “Will we need weapons?” I ask.

      Yoonai shakes her head and hands me the message. There is an address, located in the worst part of the Dark Quarter, and a one sentence message: Leopardis tenant dead, retrieve effects immediately.

      “One of your band?” Mi asks quietly.

      Not many of the Taigal bands leave the north, except for rendyr migrations and summer festivals. Yoonai is one of the only members of the Leopardis band to leave the taiga for good. I had no idea she had a friend from her band in town.

      She’s taken all three of us to the migration festivals that happen each autumn, as the herds move from one secret location in the taiga to another, for as long as we’ve known her. The migration festivals were some of the only times we got to experience the kind of childhood that exists elsewhere in the world, playing games, stuffing ourselves with sweets and being cherished by the Leopardis, who value children enormously.

      I wish I’d known one of those dear to Yoonai lived here. I am not sure why they were living in the Dark Quarter, but I would have helped them if she could not. From the look on Miyala’s face, I can see she’s thinking the same thing.

      “We did not get along,” Yoonai remarks after looking at us both for a hard moment. “Sarnai did not approve of my lifestyle.”

      “Being a teahouse owner?” Mi asks innocently.

      “Mmm,” hums Yoonai, the sound she makes when she doesn’t plan to answer. Yoonai never speaks about her life between the time she left the Leopardis and when she came to Kilm, and it’s a constant game between Miyala and I to try to get her to tell us about her past.

      “Could you go and get her things?” Yoonai asks. “I doubt there will be much to bring back.”

      There is more to this story, Mi and I both know it, but we also know that if Yoonai isn’t telling us now, she’s not likely to do so.

      I put on my own boots and run upstairs to retrieve a knife or two. Malikai is reading on the settee and asks, “Where are you off to?”

      “Did you know one of the Leopardis was living in the Dark Quarter?” I ask.

      Malikai’s ruby eyes sparkle with some unidentifiable emotion. “Yes.”

      “Well, Sarnai is dead and Yoonai wants me and Miyala to go get her effects. Is there anything you think we should know before we go?” I wheedle.

      They shake their head, face expressionless.

      “Saints be with you, littling,” I hear them murmur as I’m halfway down the stairs. There is most certainly more to this than either of them is telling us.

      “Did Malikai say anything to you?” Mi demands when we’re halfway down the street, far enough away that even Yoonai’s supernaturally good hearing won’t catch us. She’s still whispering. Childhood superstitions die hard, I suppose.

      I chuckle inwardly, but when I answer, I whisper back, “No, but I heard them murmur a saints’ plea when I left.”

      “No!” Mi gasps in surprise. “They didn’t. Not Malikai!”

      I nod. “What about Yoonai?”

      She shakes her head and looks at the address again. “You’re not wearing anything you don’t want stolen, are you?”

      I’m not. When we leave the Starfire and travel along the main aquavia, I notice the argenti in greater numbers than usual. Big as they are, and easy as they are to spot, it’s not usual to see more than one or two at a time. They are typically a bit territorial, and do not gather in groups unless spawning. I could swear they are following us.

      “Do you see them?” I murmur to Miyala.

      She frowns, looking down. The half-dozen or so fish that are following us greet us by lighting the barbel at the end of their whiskers. People stop and stare at them, and then at us. I look up at the crowd. Most are watching the giant fish, but a shadowy figure’s gaze lingers a bit too long before they disappear into the crowd.

      “Keep moving,” Miyala orders, and there’s an edge in her voice I haven’t heard since right after Baba died, and we were all tense for weeks, every time we left the house. It’s not just the fishes’ strange behavior; she saw our pursuer too.

      I do as she asks, and soon we turn down a side street to a back entrance of the Dark Quarter, via the Night Market. It being daytime, the Night Market entrance to the Dark Quarter is quiet. There is no one about, as many of the charlatans who live in this section work at the Night Market telling fortunes.

      “We’re being followed,” I whisper.

      Miyala nods, frowning, then shrugs nearly imperceptibly. There’s not much we can do unless we’re attacked. She looks at the address again. “I think it’s this way,” she says pointing, but the side street she points to is blocked. A building collapsed some time ago from the look of things.

      “We’re going to have to go through the center,” she says with a groan. I echo her frustration. Walking through the Dark Quarter’s center is an exercise in patience on a good day, and it will make us too godsdamn easy to follow. We take a right turn and the din of the center is audible from a block away, but the only path to Sarnai’s address is straight through.

      The main street bursts before us in a riot of color and noise. The charlatans yell from stalls and tables, hawking their bogus magical wares. There may be a few genuine mystics in the Dark Quarter, but none of them are here. Everyone here is selling false hopes and shattered dreams.

      A young charlatan, with eyes black from too much belladonna, grabs Miyala’s arm. “All hail our queen,” they sneer.

      “Get off me,” Miyala shouts, pushing them away.

      “Whatever you say, Highness,” the false mystic snipes, cackling. “Your time will come soon enough.”

      When I pause, the charlatan senses my interest and starts to move towards me, smiling. Miyala grabs my arm and pulls me through the crowd, not stopping until we’ve crossed the center and are on the right street again. I look behind us, but contrary to my worries, our trip through the center actually helped us lose our tail.

      “What was that all about, do you think?” I ask.

      Miyala doesn’t respond, but marches forward and knocks on a door that’s been painted dozens of colors over the years, all chipping. An older person, dressed in a striking green ceremonial robe, opens the door. I gaze at the embroidery, reading the storytelling images the best I can, and read a feminine-identifying pronoun. I wonder where she has been today, that she is dressed for ceremony. She inclines her head towards us.

      “Gods all bless you for coming,” she says in a dialect of Solaran most usually used in Solaran imperial circles. “Are you here for Sarnai’s things?”

      I nod, but Miyala says nothing. Her look tells me she’s far away just now. I give her a sharp look and she doesn’t react.

      The woman looks at her as well. “She needs tea.”

      She ushers us into the common room. It is a living area and kitchen both, and while the furnishings are inexpensive, they are well enough made and have been repaired many times. The people who live here are trying their best.

      The woman makes a floral green tea, one I recognize from Yoonai’s shop. So, she sends these people things, despite Sarnai’s disapproval. The woman beckons us to the spare table and we sit. I sip the tea gratefully, but Miyala only stares off into space.

      I am about to worry when she finally sips the tea, and then says, “I am sorry for our manners, Mistress. I am Miyala and this is my sister, Echo. You may address us both as she and her. Yoonai sent us.”

      The older woman smiles serenely and nods. “I am Atsuko. I own this house.”

      We smile politely at one another.

      “How long was Sarnai here?” I ask, after a time.

      “Seventeen years,” Atsuko answers shortly. “She died yesterday. I have need of her room. We cleaned and gathered her things. They are here.”

      She brings a small reed basket out from under the table. There are a few books in it and nothing else.

      “She was behind on rent, so I kept the jewelry and her clothes. Yoonai and I agreed upon this.”

      I nod respectfully.

      “Did you know Yoonai all the time Sarnai lived here?” Mi asks.

      The woman smiles again, but this time, the smile hides a mystery. “I have known Yoonai since we were girls. We all lived together once.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “I apologize, Mistress,” I say politely, to show deference, “I assumed you were Solaran.”

      She smiles the mystery smile again. “I am.”

      Miyala looks at me and we share a knowing look. Atsuko has no intention of telling us how she and Yoonai could possibly have known each other as girls. Yoonai is an enigma, and this trip is nothing if not strange. Another person comes into the kitchen from a back door.

      “Chickens are fed, Suk,” they say with familiarity. This person is older as well, and is neither Leopardis nor Solaran, but likely hails from Kazit or a Relequan band. Now that they are in the room, I see they wear the complex headwrap of a Kaziti matron. She smiles when she sees us.

      “Ohhhh,” she breathes with delight when her eyes light on Miyala.

      Atsuko glares at her and she looks at the floor, but she is grinning all the same.

      “Will you wait?” she asks us as we stand. Miyala nods, as the question was directed at her. She looks uncomfortable.

      The woman disappears upstairs and returns with a gold necklace. It is simple, but even I can see it’s real gold. It is a crescent moon, hung on a long, thin chain.

      “Please, will you take this?” the Kaziti woman asks. “A gift.”

      Miyala nods and bows her head, allowing the woman to hang the necklace on her. As her halo of curls bounces back into place the sun hits her face and for a moment, I swear she glows. I know it isn’t a trick of the light, because the other two women are gaping at her, mouth open.

      The Kaziti stares at Mi, wonder in her eyes. “It’s true then. All these years… Yoonai was right...” She is cut off by a sharp elbow to her ribs from Atsuko. The motion is so graceful and fluid it catches my attention. And the Kaziti woman’s reaction is odd as well. She barely reacts, regaining her poise without even a gasp of pain. My thoughts are racing. If I had to guess, I’d say these women are trained fighters.

      “Thank you for the gift,” Miyala says, some emotion making her voice thick and strangled. She tucks the necklace into her shirt and picks up the basket, which she shoves at me. “We must go.”

      The women nod and we leave. When the door shuts behind us, I start to demand answers, but Miyala shushes me.

      “This is neither the time nor the place,” she says, not even bothering to deny that something odd is going on. For that at least, I am glad.

      We walk quickly back through the center of the quarter, which is eerily quiet. People are clustering in a circle, just beyond the fountain. Someone is shouting, though it’s hard to hear them from here. We have no choice but to walk past them.

      When we draw near, we can hear what the voice is saying clearly. “Come one, come all and see the Watcher of Kazit fight a Valkun ice-bear! See the South engage in a lethal battle against the North!”

      “Disgusting,” I mutter and start to walk faster. I have no desire to see animals fight one another, and there is nothing we can do, since nothing in Kilm is legal or illegal and the crowd alone prevents us from starting a fight. It takes a few moments for me to realize Miyala isn’t with me anymore. I search behind me and find her pushing toward the front of the crowd. What is she thinking?

      I catch up to her quickly, using the basket of books as a battering ram to get through the crowd. She is approaching a man I recognize as a perpetual flimflammer in a tattered red coat, who is barking his announcement about the small-god and the ice-bear. I have a terrible feeling about this and set the basket of books down. No one spares a look at it; everyone is watching my sister as she stalks toward the man.

      “How dare you?” she says, her voice low and deadly. “How dare you invoke a guardian in such a way? How dare you lie?”

      The man looks unsure of himself as she approaches. His eyes flick to the cages he stands in front of and I see the animals for the first time. I’ve been so focused on Mi that I missed them completely. Inside, one is a scarred and battered looking brown bear whose fur has been bleached. I am not sure, but I believe the creature is dead. It isn’t breathing from what I can tell, and my heart aches for it.

      Inside the other, the huge desert cat they’ve dressed as the guardian of Kazit and the Black Sands looks nearly as bad as the bear, but it is still living. They have tacked wings onto it, made from real feathers, and I cringe to see the wounds they’ve created in doing so. The thing is no more the mythic Ailurous than I am, but it is suffering, and I know my sister will not let this stand.

      “Let him out,” she demands. “Let him come with me now.”

      The flimflammer laughs nervously. “Mistress, I cannot let him go. He and the bear are all I have.”

      “You don’t have a bear,” I say quietly, knives drawn. “You have the body of a bear. Whatever act you force them to play, it is over. Let the lyon go.”

      The crowd is getting restless. They want to see a fight and I am giving them the promise of violence with my knives. I pray to Neythe neither of us are recognized, or we will have a bloodbath on our hands, with folks trying to make a name for themselves. Miyala digs into her small purse and draws out a handful of coins and tosses them at the man.

      “Let him out now, defiler,” she commands again.

      The man throws a set of keys at her and scrambles for the coins before the crowd can descend upon them. Mi throws another handful of coins in another direction and chaos descends. What is she thinking?

      I scramble to her side as she fumbles with the keys, my back to hers, covering her. I have no idea what our objective is here, or how she thinks we will get the lyon out of this crowd. It looks like it can barely stand, and the false wings will only hinder it. She is in the cage before I can stop her, severing the stitches that affix the wings to the beast. It howls in pain, but does not move in violence towards her.

      “There, friend,” she soothes. “Come with me now and we will fix you up.”

      The beast rises, and for a moment my vision flickers and I am sure I see a much larger creature filling the cage, and I know not what I see, except that it is no ordinary cat. I blink twice and when my eyes clear, it is the same broken lyon as before.

      I shake my head, knowing a glamour once I’ve seen through one, and this one is exceptionally good. But no matter how I focus, I cannot break the spell. What have we gotten ourselves into? I try to catch Mi’s eye, but her eyes avoid mine.

      She marches out of the cage and the lyon follows. I have no choice but to follow. Miraculously, no one even glances our way as we leave the center, and I’ve had no sense at all that we’ve been followed since we left Atsuko’s house. I pick up Sarnai’s basket, which no one has touched.

      We take quiet roads home, back paths and secret doors. Almost no one sees us, which is strange to begin with, and anyone we do run into seems not to see the lyon following us home, which is even stranger. When we enter the kitchen and Ferdinand is conveniently not there, I’ve had enough.

      “What in seventeen hells are you pulling, Miyala?” I shout.

      The lyon walks out into the empty yard and flops down on one side. It is breathing hard and doesn’t look at all well. Miyala is rifling through Bori’s medicine hutch, where he keeps all his healing supplies. Some are magical, I know, and we are not to touch them without his or Yoonai’s supervision. Miyala pulls a vial off a shelf I know we’re not allowed to access.

      “Myrtalis is dangerous,” I screech, my usually raspy voice even rougher than usual. “And expensive, you can’t give it to that creature.”

      Ignoring me, Mi stomps out to the yard and pours a bit of the liquid into the animal’s mouth. There is a moment when I think I’ll see a break in its glamour again as it glows with the Myrtalis’ golden light, but then the effect fades and the lyon is simply a lyon. Battered and worn, but breathing.

      “He’ll be fine now,” she murmurs. “You can go back to the Crescent Moon, if you want. I’m staying here with him.”

      Nyx walks out of the stable and bows briefly to the lyon, which I find as perplexing as the rest of the afternoon. I wish our bond had deepened enough for me to ask her what is going on, but it has not, and may not for months or even years.

      Sighing, I pick up Sarnai’s basket and press a hand to my sister’s back in farewell. She is focused wholly on the lyon. I can only imagine what she sees, but from the focused look in her eyes, I know she sees through the glamour, and has since the moment she walked into the ring. Nothing about today makes sense to me, and I don’t expect things to get clearer. I mount Nyx and return to the Crescent Moon.
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      I now know the door in my heart never closed properly. It was always open a crack, and whispers from the other side, slipped into my consciousness unbidden, unasked for, unwanted. Through that tiny sliver, I heard the sound of my own voice, though the words it spoke did not sound like ones I would say.

      — From the journal of Kagami Noya, Court of Souls

      

      When I arrive at the Crescent Moon, I let Nyx into the back garden to graze with her brother, Bori’s mount, Solai. They look satisfied there together, the faint glow of their auras indicating a kind of equine attitude that is equal parts joy and a stoic preparedness for change. I watch them for a while, thinking of Mi and the lyon.

      Yoonai takes Sarnai’s basket from me so gently that I nearly miss her arrival. She stands next to me in silence, though much passes between us.

      “You knew about the lyon,” I say finally, as it’s the only thing I am sure of now.

      “Yes,” Yoonai replies, and when I glance at her she is staring straight ahead at the hysans.

      “Are you going to explain how, or why?” I ask, a petulant edge to my voice.

      Yoonai turns to me. “Not everything is for you, Echo. Not all experiences, not all knowledge. You will know what you need to when it is time, and when Miyala is ready for you to know.”

      I raise my eyebrows and my breath comes sharp and painful as I grasp for purchase. In this moment, everything feels as though it’s falling apart. I’m afraid, and I don’t know if I’m scared for myself, for Mi, or us both. Yoonai and I look at one another for a long moment and then I lower my eyes respectfully.

      Her hand goes to my shoulder and I feel her smile, though I keep my eyes cast downward. “Echo, we are all threads in a great tapestry, especially Miyala. Surely you know this by now? Surely you see that what is being woven now is a part of a much larger image?”

      “And Atsuko, Sarnai and the others living in the Dark Quarter? Where are they in the great weaving?”

      “My personal business is none of your concern.”

      Her tone is so sharp, I startle.

      Her countenance softens and she takes my hand as she changes the subject. “So she found the lyon?”

      “Yes,” I reply dutifully.

      “And he lives?” she asks.

      “He did when I left to come here. She gave him Myrtalis and he looked much better.” I pause, then add, “The tincture helped repair his glamour.”

      “Oh, did it?” Yoonai is all innocence, but when I glance at her, I see the sparkle in her eyes. “You have a visitor. Upstairs.”

      I’m not quite ready to give up on knowing about Sarnai and the others, but I know when Yoonai is done talking. I glance at the loft and frown. “Is my day about to get better or worse?”

      “Who can say, chicklet? Who can say?” Yoonai sets Sarnai’s basket of unremarkable books aside and goes to the hysans.

      I make my way upstairs. Fenric is sitting on the balcony alone. I poke my head in the loft, but Malikai is nowhere to be found. Gods may damn them.

      “Hello,” Fenric says when I finally look his way.

      I nod at him, not trusting my voice. I want to pinch myself hard for thinking how handsome he is. Arrogant, rude, hateful, I remind myself, guard, traitor to his land, no honor.

      “Will you sit?” he asks.

      My voice is ice-cold. “If you think that’s necessary.”

      I pull a cushion from under the table and plop down on it. It’s wholly irritating that he is at ease, while my insides are a fluttery mess. We’re both silent, waiting for the other to speak.

      “Are you here to see Malikai?” I ask finally, even though it’s clear he isn’t.

      He shakes his head, then tilts it slightly, looking at me. Really looking. It’s uncomfortable, but I will myself not to blush under his gaze.

      “Did I do something to make you angry?” he asks.

      “No, I find you rather lacking in manners, but you don’t make me angry.” This is a lie. Something about him stirs me to a frenzy. I can feel my blood warming to him, even now.

      He looks like he doesn’t believe me, but he’s treading carefully. “Are you sure? You can say if I’ve offended you.”

      “What makes you think you’ve made me angry?” I bite back.

      He looks taken aback, and I’m surprised. He seems like a different person tonight than the night we met.

      “You didn’t come back,” he says, his voice hoarse. “After that night.”

      I narrow my eyes at him and tilt my own head, assessing the situation. “Has anyone told you why I’m here?”

      “No one tells me anything,” he says and his face is almost sad.

      A laugh spills from my belly. Something about this strikes me as hilarious. “You and your guard friends treat my family like trash, and you expect us to tell you what our plans are?”

      “They’re not my friends, Echo. Not even close.” He looks helpless. “We have to leave soon. I’d like to know what’s happening. And…” he trails off, his brow furrowed, “I was worried about what happened to you. They don’t talk about you at all, and the last time I saw you, you were injured.”

      I smile then, a genuine smile. They’ve been punishing him for his rudeness, but I know June plans to give him a choice about joining us. He let it slip a few nights ago that he doesn’t think Fenric is quite as dishonorable as he might seem.

      I point to the papers covering the table. “We’re working out how I’ll kill the worst of the crews that may come after us, and the best route to take to the Stone Citadel.”

      I watch his eyes flick over each of the maps we’ve been studying, and the profiles of the other crews’ assassins, and best fighters. He picks up several different piles, and I let him riffle through them, watching him read. He is appraising and intelligent in his approach. He’s probably an excellent strategist; I can tell from the order of things he looks at and the places in the reading where he nods. We may have made a mistake, not including him sooner.

      He sets the papers down. “This all looks accurate, based on the intelligence I have.” It’s an unusually candid statement.

      My breath catches. “The intelligence you have? What use does a guard have for intelligence on criminal organizations?”

      “You know how ridiculous that sounds, don’t you?” he asks, his tone a bit too casual. I don’t respond and he takes a big deep breath. “So you’re the assassin, yes? They expect you to kill the worst of them?”

      This is an oversimplification of our process, but I nod.

      “And you and Miyala were rescued from a home for wayward children when you were four, correct?” His words are soft.

      I shove my shaking hands under me. How does he know that?

      “What’s it to you?” I demand, and there’s no disguising the waver in my voice. I hate anyone knowing about the home.

      “June and Paulo were known back then, for rescuing dissidents in trouble, getting them out of the Midcountries,” he says. This isn’t common knowledge, but it’s not exactly a secret either.

      I shrug. “I suppose they rescued a few Midlander dissidents, on their way to do other things.”

      “No,” he says firmly. “They were a vital part of fomenting revolution in the Midcountries, that is, until they rescued you and your sister.”

      Now this is a secret, one almost no one outside our family knows. Seventeen hells, it’s something I only know whispers of.

      “How do you know that?” I demand.

      “Because your parents worked with the organization I’m a part of. Have you ever heard of the Brotherhood of Ghosts?”

      Another laugh bursts out of me. “Are you serious? The Brotherhood of Ghosts is a children’s story.”

      “We’re not. We’re very real and we’ve been interfering in the Midlander aristos’ bad business for nearly twenty years. But it’s getting harder, and the Iormans and Lorami are pushing their ideals further north and south. The prisons are just the beginning. We believe there will be an intercontinental war if we don’t stop them.”

      He is serious, and it makes some sense. June’s idea that Fenric is a better person than he first appeared came from somewhere. I wrack my brain, thinking over the idea of intercontinental war. It has been centuries since there was full-on war in the ten realms, but diplomacy between our nations has declined sharply because of the Midcountries’ propensity to imprison anyone who speaks out against their governments.

      The Southerlies made it abundantly clear at the final intercontinental summit fourteen years ago that if their people were found as prisoners, they would bring the rage of their Watchers down on the Midcountries without mercy. Despite the fact that no one has seen the creatures in nearly three centuries, there are reliable accounts of them revealing themselves in the face of deep injustice, so the threats were taken seriously. Ever since, trade agreements have been strained. War doesn’t feel impossible.

      I look up to find Malikai leaning against the open door to the loft. They nod once, confirming the reality of the Brotherhood and likely following my train of thought in that preternatural way they have of knowing what I’m thinking.

      “So you’re not actually a guard?”

      “No, and there’s something else you should know, something I’m surprised your intelligence hasn’t turned up.”

      I sigh deeply and gesture for him to continue, making eye contact with Malikai who shrugs.

      “Mak Rosari is with the Justitia now. He was spying for the Brotherhood, but we lost touch with him months ago. He may have gone over to their side.”

      I glare at Malikai and cover my face with my hands. The Justitia have always been our rivals in the vengeance game, and they’re the most likely to seek vindication for Neythe. Also, despite their leaders, Lada and Pedrun, being part of the Cabal, we cannot find evidence that they will transport prisoners. Apparently they’ve been excused from this duty.

      Fenric frowns. “I know this isn’t good news, but after everything I’ve heard about you… and seen... I’m surprised you’re so upset. He’s an excellent fighter, but is he better than you?”

      I roll my eyes. “Yes, he’s better than me, but also, he’s a right ass and I’d hoped never to see him again.”

      Malikai snorts a laugh from the doorway. “You’re so hard on Maksim.”

      “He’s a spoiled brat. I thought he had a position training Kaziti royalty, one of the Sarayas? How did we miss this?” I whine.

      “If he wants to keep something a secret, he knows how,” Malikai chides.

      “The Justitia will be hard to beat if he fights for them.”

      “He’s that good?” Fenric asks.

      “He’s had every advantage,” I retort. “All the best from the day he was born. If he’s with your Brotherhood, then you know. The House of Ishtal is the richest in the Southerlies, richer even than the royal House of Parval.”

      Fenric frowns, as though he doesn’t know what that has to do with fighting prowess.

      “He’s never had to work,” I explain sharply. “He’s had his whole life to hone his craft.”

      “And yet, you are still the youngest Raothami master in seven generations,” Malikai says softly. Then they look at Fenric pointedly and add, “They have been at odds since they were children. Echo is very bitter about having to work while Maksim trained. It has not held her back, as you already know, but still, she hates him.”

      “He’s insufferable!” I cry. “Always explaining things I obviously already understand and... I… I just… I just hate him.”

      Malikai clears their throat and directs themselves to Fenric. “You had better move on with things, or she will spend the rest of the day listing his faults. She’ll be ready to fight him, I assure you.”

      I glare at Malikai, but they’re probably right. I do have quite a lot to say about Mak Rosari and all his faults. Inwardly, I start to catalogue his strengths and weaknesses in a fight. He probably learned Fanuban staff fighting as a child, from the best tutors. I almost don’t hear Fenric start to talk again.

      “Before we get to the Stone Citadel, the prisoners will go free. How that happens is up to you.”

      Malikai chuckles and goes back inside.

      “Me? Why me? Why don’t you talk to June about this?” I’ve lost my composure and I’m babbling.

      “Do you know what they call you outside Orn?” he asks tentatively. I do, but I’m not going to validate him. “L’Echo Morbida, do you know what that means?”

      I roll my eyes. “It loosely translates to ‘death’s echo’.”

      He nods. “I had no idea when I came to your house that you were l’Echo Morbida. Our intelligence about you was… murky. Have you heard the things people attribute to you?”

      I grin. “And they don’t know the half of it.”

      Another chuckle from inside; Malikai is eavesdropping. Fenric is serious though. “I was shocked when I saw you,” he confesses.

      I roll my eyes. “Why? Because I don’t look the way you thought a legendary killer would?”

      “No, because you look exactly the way a legendary killer looks.”

      Malikai steps out of the door to the loft and their expression is fierce. “Stop,” they say forcefully, but Fenric ignores them.

      “Do you know who Marzana is?”

      Malikai strikes Fenric so hard he tumbles off the couch. “I warned you to stop,” they say. “Be careful what you say next.”

      I can’t keep up, but I remember that he called me Marzana before. “Who is Marzana?”

      Fenric only looks at the floor, not wanting to be hit again, I assume.

      “A saint,” he murmurs.

      “A demon,” Malikai corrects and my blood sings, demon child.

      “Neythe’s sister, some say,” Fenric says and he meets Malikai’s glare. An admirable effort, I must admit. Malikai’s rage is so tangible it threatens to swallow us whole.

      “How dare you speak her name here?” Malikai hisses. “What gives you the right to come here and speak her name?” There is a glow in their eyes that frightens me, an unearthly swirl that chills me to the bone, it mirrors the eyes on the paths so closely. Demon child.

      “Is someone going to tell me what is happening?” I’ve had enough secrets and memories today. I want someone to tell me the godsdamned truth.

      “Do you promise not to speak her name again?” Malikai asks.

      There’s a long silence, but finally Fenric says, “Fine.”

      “And you?” Malikai demands, looking at me.

      “If you say so,” I reply, not knowing what to think of this behavior.

      Malikai is nothing if not perpetually calm. I’ve never seen them in such a state. Their hands tremble and they’re looking about furtively. It’s almost distracting enough to quiet the refrain of demon child in my mind.

      “It is better not to speak the Shadowed Ones' true names aloud,” they say. “Please, come inside.”

      Malikai is staring into the darkness. Fenric goes inside, but I stay and pull Malikai’s arm.

      “Don’t embarrass me,” I beg. “Don’t let him be the one to tell me what this is about. What is going on?”

      They cover their face with their hands, shoulders quivering. “It’s been so long since anyone knew her. I thought maybe you’d never have to know,” they say. “Follow me.”

      I do, past Fenric, who trails behind me into Malikai’s personal quarters. They pull a key from their pocket and unlock a door I’ve never seen open.

      Inside the small room are two altars, covered in glittering prayer candles, various crystals and bowls of water and salt. On the right are statues of the usual saints and gods. Neythe, Thaon, Alaris – a Raothami saint or two, and others I don’t recall the names of, but I recognize all the same.

      On the left, there are thirteen figures, carved in matte black stone. Malikai gestures to them. “The Shadowed Ones.”

      I step closer to the altar, peering at them closely. Their faces, unlike the saints and gods, are eerily detailed, as though modeled after actual faces, rather than an artist’s imagining. They are beautiful faces, if frightening. I look at each closely and when I get to the second to last I gasp. It looks exactly like Malikai.

      I read the name carved at the base of the statue, and though it’s in a script I’ve never seen, I hear it in my head, Kohrrm. Malikai’s eyes glow and there’s a feral look on their face.

      “Don’t,” they plead huskily, as my lips begin to form the word. “Please don’t.”

      I almost lose control of myself and speak the name aloud, the desire to do so is nearly uncontrollable. I step back from the statue. I look to Malikai, but they point at the last statue. Fenric is in the doorway, eyes locked onto it already.

      I look and see my own face. Crueler somehow, wilder and somehow freer, but my face all the same. Demon child. I want to feel shocked, even surprised, but something in me already knows this. Demon child. I push past Malikai and Fenric, desperate to get away. I don’t want to hear explanations right now.

      I rush out of the loft and down the stairs, into the dark streets of the Starfire. The lamps are being lit and I duck into a shadowy alley and fall into a shivering crouch. Soon Malikai finds me and hugs me tightly.

      “I’m sorry,” they say. “I thought I could keep it from you. I didn’t know there were still Shadow cults keeping our memory alive.”

      “Our?” I sob, tears streaming down my face. “What does that mean?”

      “No darling, you are not one of us. Not yet.”

      “Does that mean that you are a demon, a Shadowed One?” I ask, but I know the answer. Malikai releases me and looks off into the distance at the lamps being lit and the warm glow of the street.

      “I was once, and perhaps will be again,” they say. “But you are not her.”

      “But I look exactly like her. I’m a demon?”

      Malikai takes a shaky breath. “You are…You are very like her in some ways. Your gift for fighting and death. Your beauty, your cunning. You are like her, but you are not her, and demon is a figurative term, not a literal one. Elemental is more correct.”

      “Fine. I’m not her. Why do I look like her then?”

      Malikai gives me an opaque, evaluative look, as they decide what to tell and what to keep secret.

      “You are what we call limenara, which means vessel in some tongues, and doorway in others.”

      “I don’t know what that means,” I whimper.

      Malikai’s brow wrinkles. I didn’t know any part of their face could wrinkle. They’re clearly perplexed, and throw up their hands.

      “We come from…Elsewhere,” they say. “For us, your world is a pleasurable break from our own. It’s much… softer… than where we come from. But dull, after a while, and we are somewhat diminished here. I happen to like it, so I stay.”

      It’s easy enough to accept that Malikai is some kind of god, and everyone knows gods don’t live in our world. “What does this have to do with me? Or the limen—”

      “Limenara,” Malikai finishes.

      “Right. What does that have to do with me?”

      “We aren’t like the gods, whose power is great enough that they come and go as they please. We must wait for a doorway to appear, the right human heart to walk through, and then we shape that heart in the image of our corporeal form.”

      It is a lot to take in, and I cannot even begin to fathom the metaphysics of it all, so I focus on the simplest idea. “That’s why I look like her?”

      Malikai nods. Myriad wild scenarios are running through my mind.

      “So, if I’m her doorway, does that mean she’s going to pass through me? Or possess me?”

      “Are you sure you want to know?” Malikai asks.

      I’m not, but the secret is out now, and trying to put it away again won’t help. “Just tell me.”

      “If she decides to use you as a doorway, all that is you will burn away to make room for her. No human spirit has survived the passing. And she’ll have to wait for another limenara to be born to leave. This is how you are both doorway and vessel at once.”

      “That’s what you did?” I ask, in horror.

      Their eyes fall to the ground in shame.

      “I was young. I didn’t value human life. I am still here, aren’t I?” They sound like they’re trying to convince themselves of something, but I can’t think of that now.

      “How do I stop her?” I ask.

      “You cannot,” Malikai replies. “She hates it here though, so she’s unlikely to use you, which is why I never told you. That and it’s unwise for you to attract her attention.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because you are a part of her. She woke the part of you that’s like her when you were a child, as a failsafe, an escape for her if need be, from our realm’s chaos. But I doubt you’re more than that to her. There are dozens of worlds easier to get to for our kind than this one, so I doubt very much that she wants anything to do with you. But it’s dangerous all the same.”

      There are holes in the story, so wide and gaping I cannot ignore them, but I don’t press Malikai. I’m too busy shoving the memory of the monitors and their restraints back into the box in my mind I’ve built for such things. From the expectation on Malikai’s face, they’re waiting for me to ask question after question, but I stay quiet.

      “Echo?” a voice calls down the alley. It’s Fenric.

      It hits me – my name. “June knows? Paulo knew?”

      Malikai winces.

      “They knew and they named me Echo?”

      A shrill laugh bounces off the alley walls, mine. I can’t stop laughing, hysteria washing over me in waves.

      “What’s going on?” Fenric asks.

      “You tell him, if you have to,” I spit. “I need to go home.”

      I push past them both and break into a jog, sobs choking me. My vision blurs with tears as I run, but my feet know the way.
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      The manifestation of success is incumbent upon seizing opportunity immediately, as it sheds its seeds in our lives. Once the seeds of opportunity are well-planted, they tend to proliferate.

      — From Enterprising Women, by Alena Daneshvar Rosari, House of Ishtal

      

      I burst through the front door and head straight to June’s study. He’s smoking a cigar and reading a book, with his feet kicked up on the desk. He’s leaning back in his chair again. I startle him and the chair falls. June clatters to the ground.

      “You named me Echo?” I shout, not bothering to help him up. “That was the best you could come up with? Do I mean that little to you? Just an echo of some demon, a doorway for a god. Gods may damn you, June. Are you hoping she’ll use me? Is that why you took me?”

      June winces at my shrieking, then looks horrified.

      “Hells, Echo. No.” His face is full of pain. “Of course I don’t hope she’ll use you. I hope she’ll never think of you again.”

      I bawl wildly. This day has been too much, too fast. Everything I thought I knew about myself and my family is breaking apart.

      He scrambles to his feet and grips my shoulders tightly. “We didn’t call you Echo because you are an ‘echo’ of her, we called you that because you repeated nearly everything Baba said that first month, don’t you remember?”

      Miyala and I had names before, things the monitors called us. Paulo and June asked us if we wanted new names. Miyala was named after the flower that honeybees in Kazit love best, and she’s never said what her parents called her, though I know she remembers. Try as I might, I don’t remember how I was named, but the truth of June’s words sinks in. I loved Paulo from the moment he took my hand. I wanted to be exactly like him. Smart, confident, calm.

      “I did?”

      “Yes, and he started calling you his little echo. It stuck. We didn’t even know about Marzana until we moved here and met Yoonai and Malikai. It’s why Malikai agreed to train you and work with us. We were nobodies to them, not a Raothami among us. Not ‘til you anyway.”

      That had always been odd to me. Raothami only train those referred from other Raothami, or the children of Raothami. I always assumed June and Paulo somehow charmed Malikai into it, or Yoonai took pity on us and convinced them.

      I sink to the floor next to him. June sits up and drags me to his side. I tuck myself under his arm, just as I did when I was small. I feel his chin rest on the top of my head and his arm goes around me. I am trying to stop crying, but ragged sobs shudder through me.

      “How did you find out?” June asks. He pulls a hanky from his pocket and wipes my face with it so gently I weep harder.

      “Fenric recognized me… Or her… He knows about her,” I gurgle through a snotty nose. June hands me the hanky and I blow.

      June rubs his beard thoughtfully, then rights his chair. He gestures for me to sit after he sinks back in, puffing his cigar again. I obey and watch him think.

      “That boy is no guard,” he remarks, piecing information together in that invisible way that is wholly June, the strategist.

      “He says he’s with the Brotherhood of Ghosts,” I add quickly, hearing voices downstairs. Fenric is back from the sound of it, and Malikai and Yoonai are with him.

      “In the study,” June calls out.

      As I listen to them making their way through the house, I ask, “Have you seen Mi’s lyon yet?”

      June rolls his eyes and nods, but we don’t have a chance to discuss it. They find us and everyone is speaking at once, arguing over what’s happened and what to do next. Slowly, I get up and back out of the room; the three of them fighting is more than I can take. Bori and Mi are sitting in the hallway and I squeeze in between them. We stare into June’s study as though we’re children again, watching the crew hash out a plan.

      “What a day,” I sigh. “How’s the lyon?”

      Mi smiles a small, secret smile. “He is doing well. I believe he’ll agree to be my mount.”

      I raise my eyebrows at her, and then look at Bori who shrugs. I know he gets tired of our impulsive decisions. I doubt he’d say anything, even if he thought she’d lost her good sense, thinking she can ride an abused lyon. Bori leaves the two of us to our harebrained schemes, laughing when things work out, and offering counsel only when they don’t.

      Bori drags us both to our feet when the four in the study have calmed down and seem to be starting to plan. We crowd into June’s study, and the plan begins to take shape. The threads Mi and June have been weaving in secret start to materialize.

      “The House of Hetaira’s annual Yulmain masquerade will give us an opportunity to fight the Justitia in the open, where no one will question our motives,” June explains.

      I cringe at the mention of the party, my memories of last year creeping in. Now would be the time to tell them, but the moment passes as June continues.

      “Fenric, you and Echo will attend the party as a couple. At some point in the evening, Fenric will begin to make advances on Zara.”

      “How do you know she’ll be interested in him?” Bori asks.

      Fenric’s ears redden. “We’ve met before. She’s interested.”

      I am annoyed. “So, I should get jealous and kill her?”

      June’s eyes narrow and when I glance at Miyala, she looks irritated as well. “Is that a problem?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “I suppose not.”

      “It’s our best chance to take out their assassin, with no doubt about why we’re doing it,” June reasons.

      “And everyone knows you’re a jealous lover,” Mi adds. June smiles at my exasperated sigh and Miyala’s half-shrug in response.

      I grimace at him. “The rest of them will fight for her.”

      Bori claps me on the shoulder. “And we’ll fight with you, bayami.”

      “And Mak? When I’m done with Zara I should move onto him?”

      Everyone looks uncomfortable. Mak and I don’t get along, but we’ve always been loosely allied. I feel angering the House of Ishtal, the second-most influential royal family of Kazit, is a monumentally bad idea.

      “If you can avoid killing him, do. But if the fight is fair, it seems unlikely the House of Ishtal would seek retribution.”

      “We’ll just be banned from Kazit forever,” I grumble.

      June and Bori both shrug. They hate to travel to Kazit because they’re asked to cover their bodies fully to demonstrate masculine modesty.

      “So, if I don’t kill him, should I try to knock him out? Will we imprison him? Send him back to his mother in a box?”

      June laughs. “Let’s cross that road when we come to it.”

      “Fine,” I agree, sitting back, thinking for a moment. “It’s a solid enough plan, but risky, given the public nature of things. We have no way of knowing if other crews will join in. Everyone in the Cabal will be there.”

      Malikai nods. “Yes, that’s true. But I believe that if we work together, this may be the best way to send a message that will allow for your safe passage to the Stone Citadel. Echo, you don’t really think Maksim will fight against you, do you? He will be an asset in this fight?”

      I groan. “You give him so much credit.”

      Yoonai purses her lips and her eyes glitter in warning. My smart mouth is about to get me in hot water with her. “I hope you’re right,” I concede. “What about the dissidents?”

      “I’ve read the orders a thousand times,” Bori explains. “We are simply to ‘take them to the Citadel.’ There’s nothing there about who will receive them, or the intricacies about how that will work. Markona probably hasn’t worked it all out yet, but we can take advantage of that.”

      Fenric nods, understanding. “The Brotherhood simply has to meet us at the Citadel, stage a fight…”

      “Where we will be killed,” Miyala adds.

      “And then we all leave together,” Bori finishes.

      “So we’re just hoping the Warlord buys that?” I ask, incredulous. Malikai looks as though they agree this seems implausible.

      June’s jaw twitches in annoyance. “If it keeps us alive long enough to get away, yes. Do you have better ideas?”

      “No. I’m just worried.”

      Yoonai puts an arm around me. “We’re all worried, Echo. And we know this puts a lot of pressure on you.”

      I repress the urge to roll my eyes. “May I be excused?”

      June nods, kissing my hand as I pass him. I know the plan now. I don’t need to talk it to death. They’ll be in there for hours, hashing and rehashing their ideas. The thought of this amount of bloodshed exhausts me and I haven’t murdered anyone else yet. The melancholy that’s sure to follow the assassination lurks around every corner in my mind.

      I wander through the house and out to the stables, hoping to stave off the darkening in my head with hysan cuddles. Nyx is in the yard, waiting for me. I run my fingers through her silky mane and she nuzzles my neck. She lets me wrap my arms around her and she makes a low, whickering sound. As I hoped, the skulking melancholy recedes. My aura brushes hers and there’s a warm flicker of comfort there. She wants me to know I can trust her. She nudges my shoulder and pushes me toward the stable.

      Inside, oil lamps are lit and the dissidents are unchained. They are all wearing practical Orinian clothes and they look clean and much healthier than before. Arquessa nods a greeting to me. The suspicion in her aura tells me she doesn’t trust me. I can’t say I blame her.

      The children are reading books and playing games I recognize as our own. Paulo kept all our things in boxes in the storerooms in the cellars, saving them for when we had children of our own, I think. My heart warms to see them being used. I’m relieved to see them this way, and I feel guilty that I’m also relieved I didn’t have to help them make it this far.

      It is an ugly thought. As I wrestle with a tangle of emotions, I notice a young Solaran shuffling a deck of cards. I watch the Solaran deal the cards face down, into a familiar looking formation. Their fingers hover above the cards before turning them over.

      Is that a tarocchi deck? More of the dissidents have noticed me standing in the doorway now, or perhaps it’s Nyx, with her great head resting on my shoulder that they are looking at. I smile at them, and most look away.

      The Solaran with the cards doesn’t look up. They are turning them over with practiced reverence. The deck is well worn, though it’s obvious they are treasured. The printing on the pictures has faded from age, but it’s a high quality deck. There’s no doubt in my mind they’ve been in the Black Sands, with the Ravenni, when I spot the tattoo of the horns-up crescent on their forehead.

      “Hello,” I say softly, not wanting to startle them. When they look up at me, serenely, I understand they know I was watching.

      “Hello,” they say, their lips curving into a smile.

      They are dazzlingly beautiful. Their long onyx hair hangs in satin sheets to their waist and their dark eyes are sparkling with humor and intelligence. Long lashes brush their light brown cheeks when they blink. I’m staring, and I know it’s rude, but I can’t stop.

      “Wh-what’s your name?” I stammer.

      The effect of their beauty mutes a little, almost as if they've turned a dial on a lamp down. They’re using a glamour. I can’t wait to tell June. We’ve been looking for someone who can do actual magic for years, sifting through the charlatans in the Dark Quarter, searching for a real mystic.

      “Raven,” they say quietly, with confidence.

      This confirms it. They’re a Ravenni novitiate. They’re all called Raven, until they take their Bindings and are reborn. I wonder how they ended up here; not many witches make their way into Lorami prisons.

      “You read tarocchi?” I ask, unable to keep the excitement from my voice.

      Raven nods once. “Yes.”

      “Would you come in the house with me? I think June will want to talk with you.”

      Raven gathers the cards, wrapping them reverently in a beautiful but worn silk scarf, and tucks them into the front pocket of their apron. As they rise, I hold out a hand and pull them up beside me.

      Arquessa stands, a worried look in her eyes. Raven smiles at her, inclining her head once. “I am fine, Quess.”

      Arquessa sits, still looking concerned, as Raven follows me out of the stable. When we’re well away from the stable door I make a small bow and ask formally, in the style of the Warlord’s court, “How may I introduce you to others?”

      Raven smiles and makes a small bow in return, “I am Raven, a Ravenni novitiate, and you shall refer to me as she and her.” She pauses. “I’ve always thought that was a nice way to do things. Joram Markona is flawed in many ways, but it’s good manners to have an established way of asking someone how they should be understood.”

      “With so many different ways of thinking on our little continent, it’s always seemed like a good way to handle things to me as well.”

      Her face is thoughtful, and a flash of concern shimmers through her aura. I almost brush it off, but I sense it is deeper than nerves. I wait, allowing space for Raven to tell me what’s worrying her, or not.

      “There was some… confusion... in the Midlanders’ prison. About where I should be housed. With the men, or with the women. Some of the dissidents here know, and some had difficulty understanding.” Raven pauses again, seemingly searching for words. “Though no one has been unkind, it is wearying to explain myself.”

      The Ravenni only accept those of feminine and medial genders into their order. Raven has told me she is a woman. I don’t need any more information, but what she wants to explain to me. I am, however, disturbed by her revelation about the prison. “You are under no obligation to explain to anyone here. I don’t know how much you’ve traveled in Orn, but that is not our way. It is especially not the Vindicata’s way.”

      “I am glad to hear that, Echo.”

      “Please, if you’d like to talk to someone about what happened in the prison…”

      Raven interrupts me. Her jaw is set in such a determined way that I am tempted to reach out and touch her arm, but I don’t. “Arquessa helped me in the detention house. I was not harmed, and they allowed me to stay with her. I was lucky.”

      There is a moment of awkwardness between us. Part of me wants to apologize for the Midlanders, but that doesn’t feel right. While I struggle to know what to say, Raven speaks.

      “When you found me, did you see the cards?” she asks.

      “No, not really,” I answer.

      “They tell me I can trust you, and the Vindicata. I don’t need anything else from you, except for you to show me I am not misplacing that trust.”

      I take a deep breath. “I can do that. We can do that.” Raven smiles, and the relief in her aura tells me she believes me. “I have one very important question to ask before you meet the family... How do you feel about crime?”

      Raven grins, all sweetness gone from her face, delight crackling through her aura. “I think it’s splendid.”
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      I have accepted that there are those of you who will never know me as I am, but only when I appear to you as you wish me to be. And while I accept this, I do not forgive you. Nay, I rebuke thee in the name of Anadyo’mene. For I am myself, and no other, and my heart shall be remembered for what it is, not as you wish it to be.

      — From the gallows speech of Damiana Petranova, formerly of the House of Hetaira, captured on her return to Zoravo to visit her dying mother

      

      Everyone is sitting in the kitchen, chatting with an array of food in front of them. They’re talking packing lists now. Even though we won’t leave for quite some time, Mi knows June’s tendency to hold onto things will get in the way of traveling light, and it will take time to coax him into seeing things her way. Miyala is trying to convince June that we cannot bring all of Baba’s things, and June will not leave without them. That conversation could go on for a while. Raven and I stand quietly in the background, waiting for them to notice us.

      “How do you expect this to go?” she asks.

      “Don’t you know already?” I’m curious, since she seemed to know I was coming.

      “It doesn’t work like that,” she explains. “I have hunches, not visions. They’re strong hunches, but I can’t prophesy. The cards help me focus, to whittle the possibilities down.”

      “So, what do they say?” I ask, knowing she was reading them when I found her.

      “That this is where I belong,” she replies and when she says it, I feel it. Everyone else must feel something too, because they fall quiet and see us.

      June stands and makes a small bow. “Who is this?”

      “How did you miss her?” I ask. Looking at Raven, it’s hard to understand how anyone could overlook her, as stunning as she is. “For that matter, how did any of us miss you?”

      Before my eyes her beauty fades into something pleasant, but completely ordinary, and then gets duller until my eyes glide over her. I can hardly see her.

      “How are you doing that?” I cry as she comes back into focus.

      “It’s the only glamour I’m capable of,” she says. “All novitiates learn it their first year. Glamour isn’t one of my talents, I’m afraid.”

      She seems talented enough at it to me, but what do I know?

      June claps his hands. “What is your name, dear?”

      Raven’s eyes flick to mine, and there is a flash of worry there.

      I say, “This is Raven.”

      Bori laughs and Mi says, “That was a silly question.”

      June laughs too and squints at Raven’s forehead, at the tiny upturned crescent tattooed right near her hairline. It’s a bit faded, which indicates that she’s well past her first year of training.

      “How long were you with the Ravenni?” Yoonai asks.

      “Jumping right in?” I ask.

      Yoonai shrugs, looking at Raven pointedly. “Do you want to tell us your sad story? The one that explains why the Lorami imprisoned you?”

      Raven shakes her head once, slowly. “I went to the Ravenni when I was five. My parents left me on the outskirts of Urukhesh, and I made my way on my own.”

      “They left you?” Miyala asks her, horrified. I’m not sure why she’s so surprised. Parents abandon their children all the time, in worse places than cities full of witches.

      “I wanted to go. A coven came through our village that spring and when I saw them, I knew. I knew I belonged with them, like I know I belong with you… At least for now.”

      “And what of your allegiance to the High Priestess?”

      I know nothing about Ravenni politics, but I know Yoonai. Raven’s answer to this question is important.

      “My allegiance is to Hekate and the legacy of Atalanta who served her above all, not Verane DeMarais. I left Urukhesh of my own free will. I have no plans to return.”

      Yoonai hums approvingly. Raven’s passed some kind of test with her. I can only guess at the message in Raven’s words, but I know Verane DeMarais has been High Priestess in Urukhesh for nearly forty years, and is a formidable woman.

      Fenric breaks my train of thought. “How did you know you were a witch? Could you do spells as a child?”

      Raven laughs. “No! Nor can I now. Magic is difficult. Even if you have a talent for it, it takes decades to hone into something useful. Not many people want to work that hard, for that long.”

      “And you?” Mi asks, “What can you do?”

      “I have a small gift for seeing how things may be. Not prophecy exactly, but more… I see options. I have hunches. The tarocchi help me focus.” She lifts her eyes to meet Yoonai’s. “I also have a modest ability with elemental magics. Though with the right teacher, I might be able to do more.”

      Yoonai purses her lips and Raven bows low. “Grandmother, will you teach me?”

      Yoonai rolls her eyes, but humor crackles around her aura like fireworks; she is pleased.

      “No!” I exclaim. “Really?”

      Bori looks confused and Miyala hits him. “Yoonai’s a witch, silly.”

      “No one has recognized that in a very long time,” Yoonai says quietly. She squints at Raven for a while and then says, “I will teach you. You will come home with me.”

      Even Malikai looks surprised. Yoonai has a way with people, but she doesn’t let them in easily, and no one but Moon has lived with her ever, as far as I know. She takes Raven’s hand and says, “We should go now, Malikai. There’s much to be done.”

      Raven hugs me and asks, “Tomorrow?”

      I nod, wondering if it’s her “hunch” that makes her so trusting, or something deeper. “Definitely.”

      I grab Malikai’s hand before they leave. “We’re not done talking about the limenara, or the Shadowed Ones. I’m going to stay here. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Malikai kisses my palm. “Not too early, dear one. You need rest.”

      Malikai’s gentle tone surprises me, but they’re not wrong. I do need rest. Our lives are always busy; June loves to work. The last few weeks have been something else though, pulling energy from me I didn’t know I had, and today was the culmination of it all. It’s swirling around the aether now, building to something.

      Yoonai asks Bori to fetch Raven a coat, and when he helps her into one of Miyala’s, I sense a spark of something between them. Miyala sees it too and her eyes are glimmering with mischievous laughter and hope.

      We have both worried over Bori for months, as his last lover abandoned him abruptly when Paulo died. We thought they might marry. When she left him, we were sorely disappointed, as well as tortured with Bori’s terrible poetry, read aloud spontaneously in quiet moments.

      He steps out the door after our friends and stands in the courtyard, watching them go. I grin at Miyala and shrug as she mouths “Did you see that?”

      Our brother is steady in the ways of love, and predictable as the rising sun. He falls hard and fast, and is utterly devoted when he finds a partner. I can only hope Raven will be interested in him too, or Miyala and I will have to listen to his wretched verse all winter long.

      I don’t feel like going to bed, so I climb up on the roof. I can see the rest of Kilm here, its winding streets and canals spreading towards the lake. The moon is waning, but by its thin light I watch the fog creep through the nearly empty streets.

      Newcomers to Kilm often find the fog disconcerting, the way it rolls in off the mountains and snakes through the streets, in low curls at first, then filling Kilm to the brim with thick, impenetrable mist. I take a deep breath in. The damp night air fills my lungs, smelling of pine trees and winter’s approach.

      I watch the lamps dim in the Starfire and my mind empties out. There’s only a feeling left that if I leave Kilm, I might never come back. I’ve left Orn hundreds of times. We’re an international operation and I’ve been to nearly every city on the continent, killing and thieving.

      This is different. When we leave, we’ll have to start new lives somewhere else. Everyone else is vaguely excited by this, and a part of me is too. Being free of the Warlord and the Binding is enticing. Plenty of people do it without consequence. They just leave and don’t come back; if you can’t receive orders, you can’t disobey them.

      For me though, this is home. This is the place I’ve been loved and safe. Everywhere else is empty of those memories. I wipe away the tears cooling on my cheeks. Someone is climbing up next to me. I expect Bori or Mi, but it’s Fenric.

      I sigh. I don’t have the energy for dealing with him right now. “What do you want?”

      He shrugs. “I wanted to see what you were doing.”

      “Why do you care?” I flick a piece of hair out of my mouth– a cold breeze has sprung up, circulating the damp air from below.

      “Do you have a problem with me?” he asks.

      “It’s you who has a problem with me,” I huff angrily. “You’ve been rude to me since you got here.”

      I hazard a glance at his face. He’s watching the fog, guarding his real emotions. I bite back the urge to be ungracious and choose not to say anything at all. I can’t tell what I feel for him.

      I’m drawn to his energy. Something between us feels magnetic. There’s a part of me I’m trying not to indulge that wants to climb into his lap, feel his hands on me. That part I shove aside. I don’t know anything about him. Though I’m certainly attracted to him, I don’t know if I want to know him better.

      All I know is he’s devoted his life to helping people. That’s something I haven’t ever cared much about, if I’m honest. I’ve always been pleased to be a part of vengeance and justice schemes, but actually helping the people who pay us has never been my concern. I’ve tried to forget my childhood in Loramir. When I travel, I avert my eyes to the suffering of others. It isn’t something I’m proud of, and he brings that shame to the forefront of my mind.

      “My parents worshipped her,” he says quietly, interrupting my thoughts. “They were a part of a cult that worshipped her. I didn’t know there were others, other Shadowed Ones.”

      I don’t say anything in response, but I rest my chin on my knees and turn my face to his. He stares at me openly for a moment, a mixture of revulsion and desire in his eyes.

      “You look just like her, just like the effigies. The lore of the cult was that she was Neythe’s sister, her dark half. More driven by violent justice, less concerned with bringing light to the world…”

      Pain is written all over his face. This story has a bad end.

      “Go on,” I whisper.

      “They believed Marzana abhorred all prisons, as she values freedom above all else. But they didn’t really care about the people who were imprisoned. I was five when it happened…”

      I do a quick calculation in my head and my eyes widen. “They burned the prison at Zoravo? It was them?”

      It was right before June rescued us and it had terrified our monitors, though I’m not sure why. No one cares about children in a wayward home. The prison had burned with a chemical fire that couldn’t be quenched by water. Chemists’ guilds all over Thyall tried for years to replicate it, but never succeeded.

      He nods. “The Brotherhood caught them, but only after. All of the adults were executed. The children, myself included, were sent through reprogramming. Too many of them believed the burnings were what she wanted.”

      “But you hated her.” It makes sense.

      “I couldn’t understand why the prisoners had to die too. They were innocent people. People who tried to speak up for others, or to bring beauty into the world. They didn’t deserve to die that way.”

      His voice cracks and I read the tragedy of his younger life in his heaving shoulders. He’s sobbing, dry heavy cries, muffled by his hands. I want to touch him, but I think he wouldn’t want it. I don’t bother to sense his aura; what’s right in front of me is clear enough.

      “I thought I was past it. That I’d put all that behind me, but seeing you…”

      “Brought it all back,” I finish for him, thinking of all the things I shove into my own box of terrible memories.

      “I was there, the day they lit the fires. I watched those people die in chains, unable to even run.” He’s staring into the past, his eyes blank. Then his erratic breath begins to slow. I recognize the technique; I’ve used it a thousand times to quell panic.

      “I didn’t want to be there, but my mother held me when I tried to run away. She said we’d burn the world clean.”

      Tears are streaming down his face and in it I see the little boy who was forced to watch. My chest tightens with anger for that child. The cruelty of the world crashes around me and my mind skirts the edges of my own past.

      “I was relieved when my parents were executed,” he says finally, rubbing his tears away on the sleeve of his sweater.

      I nod. If I’d had the chance to watch my own mother die, I might feel the same. Who abandons a two-year-old to the monitors at a children’s home? I shove that thought deep into the recesses of my mind. Now is not the time for that.

      We’re looking at each other now. His eyes soften a little, but not much. His fingers twitch, and he reaches out to brush a strand of hair away from my face. It’s not a tender touch, he’s appraising me.

      “You aren’t exactly like her,” he says finally, after taking the kind of time to look at me that would earn another man a knife in the ribs. “You have a grace the cult never attributed to her. You have better eyes – kind eyes.”

      That mix of revulsion and desire is on his face again. He’s attracted to me, but it disgusts him. I can understand that, but I want no part in it, no matter how much my body is burning for his touch. No matter how my heart aches for his story and how I want to comfort him.

      I stand and put my hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry for what you went through, and for the fact that circumstance brought it all back for you. I know what it’s like to want to forget.”

      He takes my hand and hot energy cuts through me. All the ways he’d like to try to resolve those feelings play across my skin. I can’t ignore his aura now, the conflict, the rage, the lust for a goddess I can’t be. I snatch my hand back from him.

      The quick movement startles him and he looks caught. “I’m sorry,” he says, and I know my instincts are right.

      “I can’t help you,” I insist. “I’m not her. I don’t even know how to deal with her for myself yet. I can’t...”

      “You shouldn’t,” he agrees before I can finish. “I’m sorry.”

      He looks miserable as I climb down off the roof and onto the balcony, ashamed even. I wait for him to climb down. The roof isn’t quite safe and I don’t want him falling off it. A shingle comes loose and he stumbles, crashing onto the balcony.

      I break his fall, catching him so he won’t break anything, and his body slides against mine. As he rights himself his hands graze my back and my hips. My traitorous body leans into his as I steady his fall, my hands grip his arms and I pull him closer to me as he catches his footing.

      We are both breathing hard and his heart pounds against my chest. I dare to look up at his face. Without quite meaning to, I lick my dry lips and he groans. His fingers dig into my hips and he pushes me against the wall. My back arches and all my senses flee at the pulse of him against me.

      I’m running on my body’s impulses now. Lifting my chin and parting my lips, I run my fingers down his back, feeling each tightly flexed muscle. His head dips toward mine and we share breath for a moment. He pauses and my skin is in flames.

      His mouth meets mine in a burst of desperate passion, his tongue sliding over mine, as I wrap my legs around him. His lips trail down my throat, then back up, panting in my ear as his hands slide under my shirt. Our mouths meet again and I reach out to unbuckle his pants and he stills. I let my hands drop to my side.

      His forehead presses into mine as he draws his mouth away. He hesitates, and then he shudders and lets go, stepping away so quickly the cold night air shocks my hot skin.

      “Forgive me, Echo,” he says, his voice rough. He’s looking at the ground. “You were right, you shouldn’t help me.”

      He turns and walks away. His shoulder flinches and I know he wants to turn around by the way his steps stammer, but he doesn’t. I drop into a crouch, my heart still pounding as I let my blood cool. My mind is swimming and it’s hard to imagine how I’ll face him tomorrow, or any day after.
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      You have likely noticed by now that there are both common creatures on Interra, just as we would find on our home worlds, and uncanny that we most certainly would not. The uncanny creatures of Interra are divided into two classifications, based on their most essential characteristics, though in truth they are vastly different. Demonae tend towards the mammalian in characteristic and often more closely resemble common animals, though they do have some chimeraeic features.

      Draconae tend towards the avian and sometimes reptilian. Though they should not be confused with the creatures known as dragons on our own world, as they are more often chimeraeic than enormous reptilian beasts. Many draconae present similarly to common avian species, aside from their larger size. It should be noted that a number of Solaran draconae species resemble the sea-dragons of our world, though they are frequently covered in feathers and glossy hair that resembles fur. In Kazit and Fanuba the draconae are far more varied and tend to be even more deeply chimeraeic.

      — From the introduction to One Thousand and One Demonae and Draconae: A Primer, by Honorable Alcidae Thessolani

      

      As it turns out, I have no time to worry about Fenric, and we do not see much of one another in the coming days. I am too busy with training for much of anything else. I spend my time traveling between the loft and home, leaving before the sun rises and falling into my bed long after everyone else has eaten dinner together. The pace Malikai sets is grueling, but it’s paying off. I feel more ready to fight dozens of unknown foes than I thought could be possible.

      I am still followed from time to time, but no one attacks again. It seems to be me they’re focused on right now, but June has been tailed a few times, as have Bori and Mi. Whoever is keeping tabs on us is biding their time. June planned to let Ferdinand go, in anticipation of our trip north, but he found another job in one of the Houses of Auletrides. He said the side benefits were too good to refuse. We had a laugh at that after he left, but in the days that have followed, the house feels strange with no one from our crew here anymore.

      The night before the Hallowed Moon, festivities begin. On the Night of a Thousand Lanterns, I watch everyone prepare to celebrate from the overstuffed divan in our great room. The night is bitterly cold and windy, and I’m just as happy to be staying in. Crowds make my skin crawl to begin with and I have no desire to have eyes on my back all night, or worry that my presence might get my friends and family hurt.

      Besides, I have hot tea, an assortment of cheeses, and a stack of books with beautiful illuminations I’ve been dying to read for months. Bori has stricken them from our packing list, and I’m trying to read them all before we leave. Candles flicker on every surface and it’s hard to imagine a more magical place than our home, even during the most beautiful festival event of the year.

      Even Fenric is joining in the festivities and everyone looks marvelous together when Yoonai and Malikai arrive. They are dressed in glittering blacks and greys, wearing animal masks. I wish I weren’t looking forward to them all leaving so much and I feel guilty for a flash, but then the feeling dissipates. If I don’t want to go, why be sad about it?

      I wave goodbye as they pile onto the street and then snuggle in with my books. The sun has only just gone down. It will be hours until the lanterns are released. I read until I doze off, waking only when the cold becomes unbearable. The fire died down while I slept, and I am chilled to the bone and a bit hungry.

      I pad into our quiet kitchen, looking out the seeded glass windows into the courtyard. Bori bought masks for all the dissidents and they are sitting by a bonfire, playing games and roasting different treats on sticks. Nyx and the other hysans watch quietly from a corner of the yard. I chuckle at the three of them; they have the air of mother hens watching their chicks.

      I’d like to join them, but I sense their fun will be ruined if I go out there. I’m an outsider to them. A deep loneliness has taken root in my heart in the last few days. Part of me is sure I’ll never see Kilm again, just as part of me is certain that at some point I will have to leave my family, or they will have to leave me.

      I don’t know where this certainty comes from, but it’s as real as any true dream or prophecy. I pull one of June’s sweaters off a chair in the great room as I walk by. I inhale deeply and smell Baba, not June, even though that’s impossible.

      He would have understood this feeling I’m having. I could have told him and he’d believe me. The others will brush it off as nerves if I say something. I’m no mystic, but when I have a feeling in my gut, a knowing, I tend to be right. I hope I’m not right about this. I put the sweater on and skirt the courtyard, sticking to the shadows. I want to see what Aryx is up to without Miyala around.

      She swears he isn’t dangerous, and I believe her, but he’s needed a lot of time alone to recover and she’s very protective of him. It isn’t that I don’t trust Miyala, I do, but she’s been so secretive lately and I cannot stand being kept in the dark. I climb up the steep stairs to peek into the stable loft. He’s resting on a plush rug, but isn’t sleeping. He looks to have been listening to the courtyard celebration.

      “Hello,” I whisper, not wanting to disturb him. The glamour on him hasn’t budged once since Miyala’s rescue.

      His fur looks much better now that he’s clean and his wounds are healing. It is the light gold color of the sandy beaches in the Southerlies, and it shimmers a bit in the light coming in from the bonfire outside. He’s much larger than other lyons I’ve seen, nearly the size of a hysan, but shorter than Nyx. Now that he’s eating well, he’s gaining weight quickly and I see that he isn’t old at all, like I thought at first. He was only wounded and desperately clinging to life.

      I sit down next to him and he raises his head. I detect a bit of sadness in his aura, but it’s clouded by the glamour.

      “I wish you’d let me see you,” I whisper to him. “The real you.”

      He sighs deeply in answer and nothing changes.

      “Alright then,” I say, feeling patient. “Would you like to come to the roof with me? I’m going to watch the lanterns.”

      He raises his shaggy head. Then he gets up, slowly stretching, first arching his back, then leaning forward and back, lengthening his spine. Once he is standing, I see he feels well enough, but perhaps has not completely recovered from his captivity. I know the feeling.

      We slink out together, through the shadowy courtyard again and into the house, where he pads behind me onto the balcony. I look at my usual path to the roof: balcony wall and then a little scramble up onto the wooden shingles.

      “Will you be able to jump?” I ask the lyon.

      He sniffs disdainfully in response and then takes two enormous, effortless leaps onto the wall and then the roof and looks down at me as if to say, “Will you?”

      I snort and scramble up after him. Seated on the roof, I can see the crowds have gone down to the lake. It’s not time to release the lanterns yet, but everyone is gathering, probably eating cardamom-seasoned roasted nuts and salted caramel apples. I smile and the ache in my heart digs so deep into my chest that I nearly lose my breath.

      Next to me, Aryx settles in and the tip of his tail flicks happily. He is enjoying watching the people as well. He looks comfortable and satisfied. Something about him is decidedly more person than purely animal, even more so than Nyx and the hysans who possess the same advanced intelligence all demonae do. Not human, he is too obviously feline to be a disguised human, but there is a depth to him the glamour is hiding. I wish I knew how to see past it; my curiosity is eating at me.

      I hear a light patter of footsteps and look around. There’s no one to be seen until Moon materializes on the apex of the roof above me. She catches sight of the lyon and they make eye contact. Each inclines a head to one another, full of respect. This is no ordinary lyon, I know, but I see a deference in Moon’s reaction that surprises me.

      She skitters down the roof deftly and sits next to me, throwing her body against mine, purring. Once she’s settled, she lets out an enormous meow and I hear another set of footsteps come skipping down the roof and a ball of auburn fluff lands directly in my lap. Fierce topaz eyes bore into mine. Moon meows again, loudly. The ball of fluff vibrates.

      Aryx lifts his head to look at the purring fluffball. It’s a lynxcat, just like Moon, but a beautiful, deep red. It rolls onto its back, puts a paw on my face, then crawls onto my chest, purring louder. He is huge, for it is a he — I know from the messages about himself crowding in his aura—but clearly still a youngster.

      “Yours?” I ask Moon, who beams proudly and bumps her head against me.

      I remember she had kittens in early spring, so this fellow must be nearly seven months old. I stroke his fur and he cuddles into my arms. Soon he’s snoring. Aryx watches him sleep, and I sense approval in his aura, muted as it is by the glamour. They are lighting the lanterns below and my focus goes to them.

      Just before they’re released Moon gets up, bows her head to Aryx and begins to disappear into the night. The kitten mews once and she gives a sharp response, he is to stay. He dozes off again. Her tail swishes the side of my leg as she departs.

      I look down at the massive ball of fur on my chest and feel the loneliness that’s been plaguing me drain away. Aryx shifts his weight against me, looking again at the kitten and I feel his approval acutely. He is projecting his aura past the glamour and I wonder again what manner of creature it hides, because this is a kind of magic I’ve never felt or seen.

      “They’re going to release them,” I whisper and the little one wakes and stretches. He climbs my shoulders expertly and winds himself around my neck, balancing perfectly. He sniffs Aryx, who playfully bumps his enormous nose against the kitten’s. The kitten seems perfectly content and trills softly in my ear from time to time, commenting on the scene below.

      We watch the lanterns release into the air together. When they’re but dots of light among the stars, the kitten leaps off my shoulder and onto the roof, climbing down. Aryx and I follow him.

      We go to the kitchen together, where the kitten sits on a counter expectantly. I take a hunk of raw beef out of the cold box, put it onto a plate and divide it, giving the large piece to Aryx, who takes it by the fire to consume it. The kitten tears into his smaller portion, purring loudly.

      In the lamplight I’m better able to examine him. He’s a deep, fiery auburn, more red than orange. He has faint stripes on his fluffy tail and legs, but no other tabby markings. His ears are a darker red near the point, with tufts of fur at the tips, just like Moon’s. The fur on his body is shorter, and lengthens around his chest and face, creating a similar effect to that of a lyon’s mane. He finishes the hunk of meat and flops onto the counter to wash his face.

      Aryx and I are basking in peaceful repose, watching the kitten bathe, when the others return. Yoonai croons, “The little love arrived!”

      Everyone crowds around the table, cooing over his fierceness and beauty. He appreciates this attention, purring loudly at each compliment, but soon he climbs into my lap and begins to fall asleep.

      Miyala enters and immediately curls up with Aryx on the hearth, who is snoring after his snack, and only partially wakes when his girl leans against him. They are imprinted the way that Nyx and I are, I know, but it’s more than that. There’s a deeper bond of love between them. Somehow, they’ve rescued each other.

      Yoonai tells me warmly that the kitten is Moon’s and that he’s been “meant” for me since birth. It’s hard to tell what kind of story this is, Yoonai has so many, but finally she squints her eyes dreamily at me and says, “You are meant to do this together.”

      I glance down at the kitten, who listens intently to her words, a sage look on his face. His tail curls around my side possessively, and he looks as though he might speak aloud at any moment. There is no doubt he understands human speech perfectly.

      I am glad this littlest of small-gods took an interest in me. I connect easily with animals and the various small-gods indigenous to Interra, who often take animal forms, though they are beings more closely related to the otham than to their common animal counterparts. I commune nearly effortlessly with demonae, but also have had many pleasant encounters with draconae, who are a bit more unpredictable.

      June makes tea and toasted cheese sandwiches, with Bori’s help. When Yoonai begins to sing a bawdy Kaziti bard’s tale, June hums along off-key. Raven is giggling uncontrollably. I think they’ve had a good time. Malikai gives the kitten a long look and whispers a few words in a language I’ve never heard. The kitten bares his teeth, growls at Malikai fiercely, then buries his head in the crook of my arm.

      “You’ve offended him,” I scold.

      “I’ve reminded him of his duties,” Malikai says seriously. “He understands.”

      “Where is Fenric?”

      Malikai shrugs miserably. “Locking your guests up, I suppose.”

      “We won’t have to imprison them much longer,” I reply, knowing how he feels.

      I steal glances at Bori and Raven, who think they’re being sneaky with their longing looks. One gazes at the other, eyes full of the purest, sweetest desire, then looks down, ears or cheeks reddening. Then the other mirrors the formers’ stare, eyelashes fluttering, auras awash in rosy attraction. I cover my mouth to hide a laugh.

      Malikai and Yoonai depart, Raven trailing behind somewhat reluctantly as she and Bori part ways. They chat earnestly in the doorway for a while and it’s clear they’d like to talk longer, in private. Fenric enters the kitchen as they walk into the courtyard. He spots the feline in my lap and sits down, looking at him thoughtfully. The kitten looks back, an expression of defiance on his face.

      “Oh,” Fenric sighs wistfully, looking at the kitten, “another demonae? A small-god like Moon? You are very fortunate.”

      I smile wanly in response. I know I am fortunate. While the demonae and draconae are plentiful enough, they do not always choose to become small-gods. Only when they interject themselves into our human lives do they become such, and they do so infrequently, though our histories say when humans first tumbled into Interra, the draconae and demonae were eager to help us adapt.

      “Has it a name?” Fenric asks.

      I shake my head.

      “Have you ever heard the story of Bayun?”

      I shake my head again. He smiles warmly and when I feel the corners of my mouth lifting in response his aura shutters and he is closed off to me. My face falls. I don’t want it to, but I feel it go before I can stop it.

      “Bayun is a magical cat!” June remarks. “He’s the father of Freyja’s companions, isn’t he?”

      Fenric nods but doesn’t elaborate. I contemplate the kitten’s countenance as he looks up at me, his giant baby face open and alight with interest.

      “Would you like to be Bayun?” I ask.

      He purrs and it’s settled. The cheese sandwiches are finished and we all sit around the kitchen island munching quietly. The Hallowed Moon festival is over, and with Bayun present, there is a feeling that this brief, pleasurable reprieve has ended.
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      When we peer beyond the curtains drawn between, we see that only thin layers of matter divide worlds. Not so much separates us, after all. Only starfire and dense, dark space.

      — From A Philosophical Reading of the Cosmos, by Saraya Alenoush, House of Parval

      

      I wake with a start to find Bayun snoring against me, taking up nearly half the bed. I can’t help but smile at him, despite the fact that he is a terrible bed hog. His topaz eyes snap open and he stretches, extending razor sharp claws.

      “I don’t know how you’re going to negotiate those with Nyx,” I scold sharply, “but I insist you two get along.”

      He follows when I head downstairs to the stable. I am still riding with Nyx every morning, solidifying our bond. Today, she and the small-god kitten need to get used to one another.

      It’s nearly cold as winter this morning and I’m grateful for the warmth of tall fur-lined riding boots and a close-fitting wool jacket, lined with thick shearling and equipped with a generous hood Raven picked out for me on a recent tour of Yoonai’s preferred ateliers. I have knives tucked into my clothes in as many places as are comfortable, ready to use in an instant.

      In the barn, I find someone’s saddled Nyx for me already. She and Bayun examine each other closely. They touch noses after he sniffs her magnificent horns, which prompts Bayun to weave between her legs happily. She whickers approval and he leaps easily into the saddle. She turns to observe his position, snorts once as he readjusts and relaxes. For a moment, my nerves soothe. This is how it always is with me and animals, but June was insistent that we were not a “pet” family as children, no matter how we begged.

      A laugh breaks into my pleased reverie. It’s Fenric. I turn to find him smiling at the sight of them together.

      “Aye, that’ll do,” he says, and his Valkun accent is thicker than I’ve ever heard. He looks like a prince again this morning, in an expensive-looking sweater, riding breeches and boots. He reaches up to pet the lynxcat, who gives a shiver of pleasure at the touch.

      Fenric offers me a hand up onto Nyx’s back–clearly he saddled her–but I refuse. I check her gear and her hooves myself, making sure everything is just as it should be.

      “Don’t trust me?” Fenric muses.

      “I trust myself,” I reply and that seems to satisfy him. I swing into the saddle behind Bayun, who fits perfectly.

      “I’ll be back in time for tea,” I say, urging Nyx out of the stable before he can ask to join me. He follows and unlatches the gate, without even a goodbye. I try not to let it offend me.

      I am up early enough that I make it out of Kilm without running into much of a crowd. People are still abed after the lantern lighting. Much as I love the city, being on the familiar road out of the city is usually refreshing. The tall pines sway in the breeze and typically I am soothed as the scents of the forest overtake the smell of the city.

      This morning, unwarranted fear floods my senses. I try to ground myself in breath and what I see and smell around me, but I struggle to control the flow of emotion. There are messages in this heightened level of anxiety, but pinpointing them in the storm can be tricky. Safe atop Nyx, with Bayun pressing his warm back against my belly, I slip halfway between to contact the otham, which helps me to center myself and find focus. Half-in, half-out of trance, I cannot find any trace of what might be causing the fear, but I don’t doubt that something is causing it.

      Slipping between and contacting the source of all magic and life has honed my ability to focus on unseen clues I may have missed before. It is not a perfect science, as it doesn’t make me mystically prescient, unfortunately. But rather, it helps put all the tiny, unrelated puzzle pieces together and separate them from the whirlpool of disquiet in my mind.

      Right now, even though I cannot tell what it is, I know something lurks in the woods. There is a threat here, somewhere. A wiser person would turn and ride home, but the same instinct that kept me from hiding in the children’s home when the crew came drives me now. I want to know what it is that’s pulling on my liminal senses.

      “Something’s waiting for us,” I whisper.

      Bayun trills in agreement, and Nyx picks up the pace without my urging. Soon we are traveling through the wooded hills of the Fanil, skirting the trails that lead to Taigal lands. The morning is cloudy and eerily still. Where are all the festival goers? It is early, but the road shouldn’t be so empty. I pass no one, either on their way into the city or out. When a thick mist cascades out of the forest, we slow down.

      I slide off Nyx’s back, worried she’ll miss something in the path and falter. Bayun curls around my neck, perched on my shoulder, peering into the fog. His yellow eyes glow like lamps. Not a trick of the light, I notice, they actually glow. It grows darker the thicker the mist becomes, and up ahead there’s someone standing in the road.

      An instinctual tongue of fear licks through me. Nyx and Bayun both appear calm though, and when Bayun spots the figure he goes completely still and then lets out an enormous yowl, followed by loud purring. The figure takes a few steps forward and I see a creature projecting the idea of woman very forcefully onto the path.

      When she comes into sight, I understand the purpose of the projection. Though the figure could be mistaken for human at a distance, closer up it’s impossible not to see its proportions are wrong. Too long, too exaggerated, though the effect is unnervingly lovely.

      She is at least six inches taller than me, and wears a long cloak that covers an old-fashioned black dress, long enough to drag the ground. As she steps out of the fog, she pushes back her hood to reveal a face too lovely to be human. Feral yellow eyes with slit pupils shimmer in the dark morning and her skin is so pale it glows like moonstone. Her smile is wide when she spots Bayun and sharp white teeth glitter in the dim light of the forest. She radiates her own cool light, here in the dark.

      “Hello, little prince,” she purrs back at Bayun. Her voice is the crackle of wildfire devouring a forest. Her cat’s eyes light next on Nyx and she makes a small bow to the hysan. “Little sister.”

      When her eyes drag over me, my body burns hot with fear. Unmodulated magic is flowing off this woman in waves. I don’t think I could move if I tried. Her too-long fingers cup my chin and she looks deep in my eyes.

      “Greetings, limenara,” she whispers.

      I lower my eyes in response. I couldn’t speak if I wanted to. Part of me wants to cower on the ground at her feet, but I manage to stay standing.

      “Do you know who I am?” she asks, her terrible voice lowered, for my benefit, I assume.

      “N-Not exactly,” I stutter, shivering uncontrollably. Her lips curve into a smile. It’s not unkind, but neither is it comforting.

      “Ah,” she sighs. “So quickly humans forget our faces. Do you at least know what I am then?”

      “G-g-g-goddess,” I manage to hiss. She nods.

      “Good, child. And what do you suppose I want with you?” she asks, but the question seems rhetorical. I don’t answer and there’s a long pause and I understand I’ve made a mistake. She’s waiting.

      “T-t-t-o kill me?” I cannot stop my teeth from chattering, whether from fear or cold I don’t know.

      “No, I don’t want you to die. That’s why I’m here.”

      Bayun yowls in response and she smiles at him. A lock of her hair falls forward and it’s the same golden red as his fur.

      “Yes, little brother, I shall see to my part, and you shall aid me should anything go wrong. You know the way?”

      I swear the traitorous feline smiles.

      “This will hurt,” she says to me. Before I can protest, she takes my hands in hers and presses our palms together, lacing her fingers through my own as her nails dig into the back of my hand. Searing pain burns through my palms, into my blood and throughout my body.

      It is excruciating, but I don’t scream. Instead, I look straight into her eyes. Goddess or no, she will know what I’m made of. I will not scream.

      She smiles, and it is a wickedly delighted smile. “Oh you are wonderful,” she croons. The pain roars through me. “I see why she wants you, able as you are to absorb so much. But there’s too much of you here for her. You are not as empty as the others are you? Of course, you are still nothing, little limenara.”

      She shakes her head when I open my mouth to contradict her.

      “You are nothing and no one, child. Too full, and yet still so empty.”

      She sounds delirious to me, happy even, as she sends wave after wave of excruciating pain through me. Her face is expectant, but I won’t scream. She smiles wider when I clench my jaw against the desire to cry out.

      “I almost wish I could let her into you, just to see if you could destroy her. No, we have a plan, but still… It would be interesting…”

      She is talking to herself, and surely I am not meant to respond to this. Still, her manners are reprehensible. This is the problem with immortals, always meddling, always rude. I wish she weren’t marking me, but I know my lore. If a god decides to interfere in your life, the best thing you can do is wait for them to get bored and move on. Most do.

      “There,” she says and the pain begins to lessen. “This will keep you hidden. You have a part to play in my plans, but only if she cannot find you.”

      She lets go of me and takes a step back and tilts her head a bit, watching me. I turn my hands to find an archaic sigil fading into my palms. Before I can commit it to memory, it disappears.

      “Marzana?” I manage to croak without stammering, as I rub my hands together, feeling the ghost of the sigils still.

      “Yes, she is looking for you,” she says, her eyes soft as she strokes my cheek. “You are very like she was, long ago. Back before she became so troublesome.”

      “What am I supposed to do for you?” I ask, but she’s stepping back into the mist. She smiles again and this time the look is sweet, almost beatific.

      “What is right,” she muses as she fades out of this realm. The mist clears from the path, and immediately I vomit. Nyx and Bayun watch with concern.

      “Hexes on her,” I mutter, as I pull water from my bag and wash my mouth out.

      I think of all the stories I’ve read about meddling gods and they’re all just like this one. Cryptic and otherworldly, with enough magic to make you ill. Gods like to bestow humans with gifts, make a few vague statements and then retreat into their own realms, where one assumes they live boring, uneventful lives. It’s best to take what they offer and move on, especially if they haven’t asked for anything specific.

      Anyone who’s studied the theologies and metaphysics of Interra’s relationship with the universe knows that gods aren’t really gods. They aren’t metaphysical beings, but rather other kinds of people from other worlds, with more power, better science, more mystical ability, and deeper access to the otham than humans.

      For reasons of their own–far be it for them to reveal those to us lowly humans–they love to interfere in our business. It’s only worth worshipping them because we don’t know which are real and which are not, or how they keep track of our comings and goings. Regardless, this god is not one I know, or one I even know how to begin to honor. I only know she is going to be a pain in my ass.
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      Know the enemy that resides in your soul, before brandishing your knife against another.

      — Raothami Proverb

      

      I glare at Bayun and Nyx, pointing a shaking finger at them each in turn. “You two were no help.” I put the water away and motion to Bayun to mount. “You just stood there mooning at her.”

      I haul myself onto Nyx’s back, feeling stiff and sick from my encounter with the goddess. Bayun growls grumpily, but curls his tail around my neck as he climbs onto my shoulders. He licks my hairline a few times and rubs his face on mine, as though reassuring me he still likes me.

      The unnatural mist has cleared, but the forest is still empty.

      “What’s she the goddess of?” I ask Nyx and Bayun.

      Both look away, and I didn’t expect either to answer, but this seems deliberate. We keep walking and shortly the trees begin to thin. There’s no reason to stay out here any longer, so I turn Nyx and make a start towards Kilm. I turn several times in the saddle to look around. The familiar road markers aren’t where I left them. I’m much closer to the city than I would expect.

      In fact, I can be home in under a half-hour, I’m so close. I grumble angrily to myself, gods and their officiousness. Always doing things like folding space and time. It’s discourteous not to tell a person you’re going to hurtle them through the countryside.

      When I enter the courtyard, there’s a commotion coming from the open kitchen door. I leave Nyx saddled. “Back in a minute, darling,” I murmur to her, hearing my name. In the kitchen, June is in a state of high energy, holding a letter.

      “There you are,” he breathes thankfully, waving the letter at me. “The Whispers came with news. The Justitia household is in an uproar. Lada and Pedrun fell ill last night. The doctor who treated them died this morning— it looks like poison. No one knows if the rest of the crew is sick, but Echo…”

      I nod. This is a better opportunity than waiting until Yulmain, but I’ll have to act quickly if I want to get there in time. There’s no telling what they’ve been poisoned with and they’ve got enough money to buy even the rarest antidotes.

      Miyala and Yoonai rush into the kitchen, Mi holding my gear. I step into the hallway and change out of my riding clothes and into the soft, flexible armor I wear to assassinations. A long, fashionable coat, cut for easy movement and access to my knives, will conceal the armor. We’re lucky it’s so cold, otherwise everyone in town would know I was on my way to murder someone.

      Yoonai shakes a vial of vivid ruby liquid that can only be baneberry.

      “I already applied it to your knives,” she says with a wicked smile. “Don’t take your gloves off. It’s safe enough when it’s dry, until it makes contact with blood, but to be safe I wouldn’t touch it directly.”

      She hands me a second vial, full of a sapphire liquid-- the antidote. “Keep this on you, Echo. If you even think you’ve gotten it on yourself, take it. It will make you ill, but the baneberry could do enough damage to kill you in seconds.” She takes me firmly by the chin, insisting, “Promise me you understand, Echo. This is more lethal than any substance you’ve ever encountered.”

      I nod vigorously, immensely appreciative. Baneberry is extremely rare, as is the antidote, which only a very few people know how to craft. Yoonai has just made my job much easier. Once the baneberry hits their bloodstream, they’ll die quickly and quietly.

      “Thank you,” I choke out. “Thank you.”

      “It shouldn’t always have to be so hard, chicklet,” she murmurs, kissing the top of my head. “You know I don’t approve of poisoning people, but if they’ve already been poisoned, at least the baneberry will allow for a peaceful end.”

      I nod. Most poisoners brew concoctions that lead to horrifically painful deaths. Yoonai has always been forceful about not using them. But from listening to her theoretical conversations with Bori about the use of various herbs, I know that baneberry brings a quick, painless death.

      Next, Bori hands me a cloth face mask. “Put this on before you enter the house. We don’t know what they’ve been poisoned with and it could be airborne.”

      I take the mask and hug him quickly. He squeezes me hard. “Do you want us to come with you?”

      “You know you can’t,” I whisper, looking into each of my sibling’s faces, before turning to my father, who hugs me tightly. We say nothing else.

      June looks bereft, while Bori hugs Mi. The benefit of the Yulmain plan was that I wouldn’t have to do all the killing by myself. But we can’t all storm the Justitia’s house. Someone would see and we would bring even more trouble down on ourselves if anyone thought we’d attacked them as a group, unprovoked.

      “Can someone take care of Nyx?” I ask quietly, as I carefully stow the vial of antidote in my coat.

      “I already did,” Fenric says, entering the kitchen.

      I smile shakily in gratitude. Malikai takes my hands; I didn’t know they were here until they do. I am usually calm before a planned assassination, but I nearly always have time to prepare that day. Panic is starting to take hold and I need it to stop.

      “We don’t have time for the full ritual, but you must focus,” Malikai says.

      I turn my eyes to theirs and lose myself in their gaze, attempting to let years of body memory do its work. Shortly, my breath falls in time with Malikai’s and there in the kitchen, with no preparation, no loft, no candles, no purifying smoke, we step between.

      On the spiriti valem, I hear Malikai’s voice, thunderous and full of power, saying the ancient words that call to Neythe for aid and protection and then they speak words I do not understand. I feel the pulse of otham around me, full of life and strength, and without my corporeal form to burden me, I find my center and the calm a full ritual would impart.

      When I open my eyes, I bow my head once to Malikai and walk out of the house. Behind me, I hear Malikai stop June and my siblings from following. “Let her go. This isn’t how we usually do things. I’ve helped her as much as I can, but if you interrupt her now you may disturb her focus.”

      I slink into the alley and onto the street, lifting my hood to protect my identity somewhat. I feel something brush my ankles and nearly break my stride. Bayun.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” I mutter. “Go home.”

      But the kitten refuses and I don’t have time to argue. Selfishly, I hope he’ll help me stay calm, though I feel oddly stable right now. Focused and ready. I wind through the streets that lead away from the Starfire.

      I keep a vigilant eye on my surroundings; today of all days, I pray I am not followed. The feeling I’ve grown used to, eyes at my back, is absent. Though I don’t quite trust it, I reason that perhaps it’s been the Justitia themselves behind the attacks and now they’re ill.

      I take another back alley, turning into the Justitia’s neighborhood. The houses are bigger here, more expensive, with larger gardens and higher walls. The Justitia are wealthier than we are, living with their full crew and frequently taking on jobs that Baba said barely honored Neythe.

      When I reach the house across the street from theirs, I duck into a deep, empty doorway to watch the street for a bit. Nothing seems amiss. As this neighborhood is one of Kilm’s poshest, the traffic here is light. No one comes or goes that doesn’t have a job to do.

      Bayun crosses the street without my leave and is over the Justitia’s garden wall before I can stop him. I spend nearly twenty anxious minutes in the alley waiting. Finally he returns, trotting back across the street with a pleased look on his little face.

      “Don’t do that again!” I exclaim, sweeping him into my arms, examining him for signs he may have been poisoned. His eyes are bright, though, and his breathing regular.

      As relief washes over me, an image of the Justitia’s kitchen floods my mind, from a very low vantage point. I recognize their cook, lying on the floor, unconscious.

      “Are you doing that?” I whisper to Bayun. He purrs.

      Images come in short bursts now. All over the house, the Justitia have fallen. Then he heard voices and returned to me. By his count, nearly everyone is very ill or dead, but Mak Rosari isn’t among the bodies. I may still have to fight him.

      “Let’s go,” I say, and we double back around the block, walking casually past the Justitia’s house and into the alley. No one gives us a second glance.

      The gate to the kitchen garden stands askew and I slip inside, closing it behind me and quietly replacing the bolt lock that can only be accessed from inside the garden. I don’t need anyone returning this way. Even though Bayun seems alright, I tie on the mask Bori gave me, to be safe. Small-gods are unusually adaptive, unlike humans. It’s possible he’s immune to what poisoned the Justitia.

      The kitchen is dim when I enter, the lamps nearly out of oil. The cook is on the ground, just like in Bayun’s vision. The lynxcat sits quietly, ears alert, while I check the cook’s pulse, careful not to touch any part of them with my bare skin. The body is cold.

      I move on from room to room, passing nearly half a dozen criminals that I’ve known and hated most of my life. It’s true, I’m here to kill them, but seeing them dead already is disturbing. Though the lamps are low, in rooms where the light from outside illuminates the dead faces, I see they did not go quietly. Their faces are livid with pain. I know better than to touch them to close their eyes, but I want to. I make a silent plea to Neythe for each of them.

      I head up the backstairs, listening for the voices Bayun heard, but I cannot make anything out. I look to him for help and he sends me an image of a door. I look at every door in the hallway. They all look the same.

      Softly, I open each one. Most rooms are empty, but eventually, I find Zara. She is still alive, but barely. She sees me and her eyes widen as her body trembles. Her aura is darkening, but it is full of fear and pain.

      “Don’t touch me,” she gasps as I kneel beside her.

      “Poison?” I whisper.

      She nods, but barely. It looks as though she’s trying to speak. Her breath is labored and her body shudders painfully. “I never wanted this life,” she croaks, finally. “I never wanted to kill you.”

      I empathize with the pain in her aura as though it is my own. I didn’t want to kill her either, and no one could understand not wanting the life of an assassin better than me. What we want never means much. As much as I love my life and my family, they will never understand how much I hate what killing does to me, even when it’s for all the right reasons.

      But Zara knows. Her childhood was probably much like mine. She doesn’t follow the Raothami tradition, but she was raised up to fight, with a talent for death, just like me. Expected to do what Lada and Pedrun, who rescued her from an Iorman textile mill, asked of her, no matter the cost to her own wellbeing.

      I am sorry she is dying. I’m sorry I’m here to kill her.

      “I regret it all,” she whispers. “I’m glad it’s over. Every job we’ve done for the last year violates our oaths to Neythe and our loyalty to Orn. Everyone would have found out in the spring… What Lada wanted was wrong… This is the only way out for me.”

      I want to ask questions, but the part of me that sees myself in her quiets my queries before they escape my throat. The least I can do for her is give her a peaceful death. My tears drop on her face and she is weeping too.

      “Whatever he used, it burns,” she says. “Worse than I ever imagined the boulsanguinatae being.”

      I cannot change anything about her life, and her regrets, but I can help her now.

      “Who?” I ask, drawing a knife.

      “Maksim Rosari,” she whispers. “He betrayed us.” Her eyes glaze over. She’s lost to the pain now. I couldn’t ask her anything else if I wanted to.

      I draw a baneberry-covered knife across her throat. She smiles peacefully as she loses consciousness. At the very least, baneberry is a painless way to go. I hold vigil until she takes her last breath. Her blood seeps out around me and I get up, stepping away from it cautiously and pull Bayun into a hug.

      I listen for sounds of movement in the house, but hear nothing. Somewhere, Lada, Pedran and Rosari are left. I have to go, but I can’t leave Zara’s room.

      I regret it all.

      Do I regret this life? As I stare at Zara, at peace on the floor, I wish I could take her place. My envy of her peace drags me into the depths of my mind. I am spiraling downward, unable to move or breathe. Bayun purrs and the descent into darkness slows. He nips my earlobe gently, and rubs his face against mine.

      “I’m alright,” I murmur. “Let’s finish this.”

      I look at Zara once more and whisper a saint’s blessing over her, then prayers to Neythe to carry her to the stream of otham between all worlds, where she can finally rest. I turn away, letting Bayun climb down into my arms. His topaz eyes gleam up at me, fierce and comforting.

      I open the door to Zara’s room, and Joram Markona waits for me, cold fury on his face.
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      The Binding does not override free will. Rather, it gives the Bound a choice: obey orders or die by the boiling of the blood. Those who mean to circumvent the Binding must do so quickly, and with full knowledge of the depth and breadth of the given order.

      — From the notes of Paulo Rodrigal, Clerk of the First Order

      

      “L’Echo Morbida, there you are,” snarls the Warlord, as he stares me down.

      Bayun hisses at him and jumps from my arms. His fur expands and his back arches in defense. I am frozen in surprise, too stunned to move.

      “Calm yourself,” Markona snarls at the lynxcat, his fine features wrought in a sneer.

      He’s leaning against the wall outside Zara’s chamber, and though his body language is casual, his aura is roiling. Glittering, dark, full of obfuscation, malevolence, and some magnetic force that pulls me to him, as if by instinct.

      It’s been over a year since I’ve seen Joram Markona in person, and I’d forgotten just how young he actually is, and how alluringly dangerous it is to be near him. I remember now, when he pushes off the wall in a fluid, sensual movement. His chest presses against mine, as he slowly unties my mask.

      “You don’t need this. It’s not that kind of poison.”

      The mask falls to the ground, but I do not move or speak. I realize, too late, that I am afraid. He slides his hand down my arm and I shiver, whether from pleasure or fear, I don’t know. His fingers wrap around my arm and he pulls me down the hall, alongside him.

      “Come, let’s sit and talk.” It is a command, not a request.

      I try to shake my arm out of his grip, and though he doesn’t tighten his hold, I cannot. Being near him seems to make the magic of the Binding stronger, and I am drawn into the thrall of his will. Bayun is spitting mad, hissing and growling as he follows us. I swallow, fighting memories of my last encounter with Joram Markona as he leads me through the maze of hallways in the Justitia’s house, over fallen bodies.

      Yulmain, last year. The House of Hetaira’s annual masquerade, a celebration of darkness and pleasure only the Demimonde could host. The corner I’d fallen into with a stranger, our hands under each other’s clothes, until he’d sprung away from me. I fight to stifle the shame of his rejection. The sting of being told no in the midst of a frenzy of hedonist pleasure.

      “Not like this,” he’d whispered in my ear, his hands floating away from my body. “Not when my will is Bound to yours this way. Stay away from me, Echo.”

      Then he disappeared, and I haven’t seen him since. But here he is, smelling like an expensive atelier and the forest all at once. His dark hair falls into his startling blue eyes as he gazes down at me. I’m mesmerized by him.

      “Stop looking at me like that,” he growls as he pushes me toward a chair.

      I break eye contact with him to look around. He’s taken me to what must be Lada’s study. The lamps are turned down, but I can see the walls of bookshelves, and Lada’s neatly organized desk. In the corner, Mak Rosari is bound and gagged, sitting in an overstuffed chair. A purple bruise blooms on his face.

      His eyes widen when he sees me, and he struggles against his bonds.

      “Be still,” Joram hisses at Mak, annoyed. “Echo, you are incorrigible. What am I going to do with you?”

      He sinks into Lada’s chair, looking irritated. “Why didn’t you heed my warning?”

      His heavy, well-groomed brows knit with concern, and his aura swirls with complex emotions I cannot read. There’s so much power there, so much dissimulation. I get dizzy trying to read him.

      He is so painfully beautiful, I forget he’s asked me a question. My blood is thrumming, as my heart beats in time with his. I wonder if this is how everyone who’s Bound feels when they’re around him, or if it’s only me.

      He sighs, his fury calming. “I told you to stop looking at me that way. That’s an order, Rodrigal. Calm yourself and answer my question.”

      My heart skips a beat, and my blood returns to being blissfully silent. I shake my head as the haze clears. “What warning?”

      “Your father. I warned him, and then I warned you. Why do you insist on getting in my way?”

      Grief punches through the other feelings I’m having for him. How can I have forgotten that this is the man who killed my Baba? Angry tears well in my eyes. I am off-balance, and there’s no doubt that whatever clear-mindedness I gained in Malikai’s abbreviated ritual is gone now.

      “Why did you kill him?”

      The Warlord rolls his eyes. It is better to think of him as the Warlord, not Joram. Not the man who’s had his hands and mouth all over me. Not the lover who rejected me. The Warlord.

      “I warned him to stop meddling, Echo. When he didn’t stop, I warned all of you. And yet… Here you are. Why could you not just do as I asked?”

      Free from the thrall of the Binding, I find my true feelings. “Which orders, Joram? To stay away from you or to violate my oaths, and everything Orn stands for? So far, I’ve been doing both.”

      His jaw clenches in the low light of the lamps, but a smile twitches at the corner of his lips. Then he laughs. “So far, indeed.”

      I glare at him. “I’d think you’d be a bit more concerned. Aren’t you worried about your end of the Promises?”

      He slams his palms on Lada’s desk in a sudden outburst of anger. “How dare you question me?”

      Part of me shrinks back, but he ordered me to calm down, and now I am calm. Unfortunately for us both, being calm rarely makes me rational. Paulo said my smart mouth would get me in trouble someday, and this might just be it.

      “Gods forbid anyone question you. Maybe someone needs to do more than question you, Markona.”

      His eyes flash, his fists clench, but he does not move. Something about his aura is unbalanced, bubbling erratically with contradiction and confusion. He wipes his forehead with the back of his hand, and I see a sheen of sweat glowing on his chiseled cheekbones.

      “Do you have any idea how precarious a position Orn is in?”

      I shrug, pleased I’ve rattled him. He rises and something of his magnetic energy affects me again, only this time, I see it affects him too. As he circles the desk to kneel in front of me, his eyes dilate as he stares at me. He is angry, but there’s something else.

      “You never should have been given the Binding…” he murmurs as he takes my entire jaw in his long, cold fingers. I open my mouth to question him, but he caresses my mouth with his thumb, grazing the tip of my tongue, effectively shutting me up. I consider biting him, but I fear what that might lead to.

      “Listen to me, and try to understand.” I hear desperation in his voice. “We are a country of criminals, outlaws, pleasure houses, artists, performers and mercenaries. We trade for the majority of our food and goods. We have no standing army. No navy. No reserve of money to pay for a war. We need an alliance with the Midcountries, who seem hellsbent on expanding their territory and influence. Don’t you see? We need more power.”

      I hadn’t thought about it this way. It makes sense, but does it make sense because of the thrall, or because it actually makes sense?

      “Stop trying to find ways around my orders and trust me.”

      “Is that an order?” I ask.

      “No, Echo. It’s a plea. I have been generous because I genuinely like you. I like your family. Don’t get in my way again, and you’ll be safe.”

      “We’ll be safe, and everything Orn stands for will be destroyed.”

      He sneers in frustration, dropping my face and standing abruptly. “It’s so easy for the rest of you, never having to worry about the business of state matters. I envy you, Echo. I do.”

      He breathes deeply again, seemingly trying to calm his agitated state. “This is the last time I’ll warn you. The next time we meet will be ugly. I don’t want to have to force you to do anything you’ll regret, but believe me when I say I will. I will use you like the tool you are, and I have no qualms about exploiting the infernal bond between us. Your weakness can be my strength if I choose it. Do not make me choose it.”

      Cold terror forces its way through my lungs and into my body. I understand perfectly well what he’s saying. He won’t kill my family. He’ll order me to do it. And because of the way I react to the Binding, I won’t have the will to resist and engage the boulsanguinatae on my own terms. I bite my bottom lip until it bleeds, hot, angry tears streaming onto my cheeks.

      “I see we understand one another. Good.”

      He turns to Mak, who I’ve nearly forgotten about, and tweaks his nose. “I should kill you, but I have a feeling that would vex my darling girl. And I want to keep her happy. For now. Kill in my city again and I’ll have your head on a spike in front of my house. Understand me?”

      Mak snarls at Joram Markona, and I believe if he weren’t tied up, he’d try to kill him. After all, he’s Kaziti; he hasn’t taken the Binding. I wish to gods and saints he was free right now, so he could.

      The Warlord smirks. “Such anger, from such a cowardly poisoner. Pathetic.”

      He turns back to me, placing his hands on the arm of my chair. He leans close and smells my neck, his breath grazing my skin. “I do wish things weren't this way between us, pet.”

      His eyes are wells of emotion as he stares into my face. I cannot decipher what he’s thinking though. “Stay seated until I leave, my darling,” he says, sweeping his thumb across my mouth again. “That is an order.”

      My body is frozen in place as he leaves the room. It’s not just that I’m afraid to disobey, and I am, it’s that I cannot move a muscle. His threats dawn on me anew, and now I understand Yulmain better.

      I listen to his soft footsteps fall away and finally, the front door opens and shuts. When my body loosens and I can move I stifle the scream growing in my throat. I am unable to disobey a direct order from Joram Markona.
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      There are, as we know, worlds with multiple moons, where the sky burns crimson all the day long, instead of the blue we know so well. There are realms where the air is viscous and full of poison, but beautiful to behold, iridescent in the light of a dying sun. There are worlds where none exist in corporeal form, but only in communal energy, a great consciousness woven together across the planet, life upon life, connected and everlasting. And we can reach them all; all we need is access to Otham.

      — Thrya the Brave, Patron Saint of Valkun

      

      To distract myself from the tantrum I would like to throw, I untie Mak, saving his gag for last. No need for him to start talking until it’s absolutely necessary. As he flexes his muscles, to banish the stiffness of being bound, I take control and start the conversation we have to have. As much as I’d prefer to leave him here without speaking, I need to know everything he knows, or as much as he’ll tell me anyway.

      “So, you killed the Justitia and then what? The Warlord showed up?”

      He nods. “Essentially, I am working for the Brotherhood of Ghosts—”

      “I know. Fenric Hohlt is with us now,” I can’t help but interrupt him. “Are you sure they’re all dead? What did you give them?”

      “Reasonably sure,” he answers. “I injected them all with a new strain of botulinum I got in Thyall. It’s too bad there’s not more, it made things very easy.”

      “Are things ever anything else for you?” I ask snidely, barely hiding the disgust I feel for his choice of poison. “Show me the rest of the bodies.”

      I follow him, and sure enough, they’re all dead, even Pedrun and Lada. We return to the parlor, the only room without a dead body in it. I slump into an uncomfortable chair. The over-decorated room reminds me of aristos and the Midcountries.

      “Should we expect anyone to come back today? This doesn’t look like their whole crew.”

      “Not for a while. They’re on a gruesome sounding job in Iorma. Something about protecting a ring of demonae furriers? I’ll leave in a few days and I’ll make sure the murder is attributed to me. The Vindicata should go soon too.”

      My heart skips a beat for Franco, Mercutia and the rest of the crew. Can there be more than one ring of demonae furriers causing trouble in Iorma? Despite their betrayal, I still love them all. I hate to think of them fighting the Justitia on their own, so far from home. I banish the thought quickly, focusing on Mak.

      “Yes,” I agree. “Tell me how you came to be here, instead of where the Brotherhood expected you to be.”

      He looks me over, appraising.

      “Are we going to talk about the Warlord?” he asks.

      “Is there something you want to tell me?” I snap back.

      He frowns at me. “No, it was like you said. I moved through the house, killed them all and then he was just there. I didn’t even hear him. He knocked me out and when I came to, I was tied up in the study and you were there.”

      It sounds plausible. “Why did you kill them?”

      “You’re not going to tell me what that was all about?” Mak’s face is a mix of incredulity and wry humor that indicates that he knows perfectly well I’m not going to explain.

      I don’t even know what I would say, I tried to tumble the Warlord at a party, he said no, and apparently I can’t resist his orders. It’s too confusing. I’m certainly not going to tell Mak Rosari about it.

      When I don’t answer, he sighs. “I got wind that the Justitia planned to interfere with the Vindicata for defying Neythe, so I came here to deal with them.”

      “By joining up with them?”

      “By infiltrating their crew.” His tone is condescending. “It was a natural extension of my work with the Brotherhood, but I couldn’t let the Justitia know I wasn’t truly with them. I had an opening and I took it.”

      He is so smug it hurts to listen to him. “You don’t usually kill people. You’re not an assassin. Just a puffed up Raothami Master. What were you really doing here?”

      His lip curls dismissively. “What do you know about the Brotherhood of Ghosts, Echo?”

      I shrug, petulant.

      Mak weighs what to say next carefully. I think he may not go on, so I make a quick decision. “Does this have something to do with the gods? With the Shadowed Ones?” His eyes widen, so I add, “With Marzana and the limenara?”

      “How do you know about the Shadowed Ones? Who told you about Marzana?”

      “Malikai,” I say simply.

      He sucks in a deep breath, looking relieved. “So you know then… about your connection?”

      I wait for him to fill the silence. “Something is happening. Something big. You do understand we live in a different world from the gods, and that many of them live in different worlds from one another, yes?”

      I grimace at him, annoyed. I’ve taken advanced metaphysics classes, like most Raothami. Because of our close physical proximity to the spiriti valem, the world between all worlds, we have more access to the power it provides. Thus, a skilled practitioner can manipulate the lifeforce of the universe here, but elsewhere people can hardly do magic at all. It also causes a certain amount of stumbling between worlds.

      “So you understand that while our world appears to ‘touch’ many others, the passages between aren’t usually so thin?”

      I don’t know what he means. “From my understanding, the gods travel easily between worlds because they manipulate energy differently than we do – they’re better at magic than we are. They easily travel without vessels, while we cannot, which is how humans got stuck here in the first place, if you believe the Thyallan techno-theologists.”

      Mak nods. “That’s part of it. There’s a few different ways to get to other worlds. One is to travel by vessel, the way the ancients did. Through the stars in huge, powerful machines. Another is to manipulate energy between places, the way gods and elementals, or the Shadowed Ones, can. They have ways of folding the physical space between realms, so they don’t have to use a vessel. It’s faster and more efficient, though for elementals, somewhat riskier than for gods.

      “But from time to time, there are thin spots between realms. Places in the fabric of our reality where the kind of folding the gods do by their own choice and power occurs naturally. Places where worlds meet and you can cross over without the kind of power a god has, and sometimes those doors have a force of their own. Things get pulled through.”

      He is, of course, summarizing the ancient high priestess Atalanta’s theory that many of our cultures appeared here wholesale from other worlds, which is why the ten realms are so different and remain so separate. It irks that he doesn’t think I’ve read Atalanta.

      It stands to reason that the folding of space, and I assume time, would be something that gods learned to do from observing natural phenomena – like these doors. I’m not really seeing the issue here. Our world has existed in much the same way for eons, collecting travelers from different places, adding to our collective knowledge. We have wars and conflicts, and most things that arrive stay. Less often, things disappear. What do the doors really matter?

      “Lada and Pedrun wanted the days of the aristos ruling Orn back.”

      I gasp, genuinely shocked. “What? Why?”

      “They were tired of the Warlord, tired of the Binding.”

      “What does that have to do with the metaphysics of the universe?”

      He runs his hands through his hair. “They were looking for information to destroy Markona and the Binding. But they uncovered something else while looking for information, and that’s how I caught onto them. They were looking into the same things I was looking into for the Brotherhood.”

      Mak looks at me hard, and I think he’s wondering if I’ll catch on. He pauses, waiting for me to get up to his speed. I shrug, as this is beyond my immediate understanding.

      Something about the way that guard’s aura disappeared right before they attempted to kill June worries at the back of my mind. I don’t know where it comes from, but a thought slips out before I can think. “Something is getting in from elsewhere...”

      “Yes, something new. Or rather, something very old, something we haven’t seen in a long time. That’s what the Brotherhood thinks anyway. We thought we’d found evidence the Warlord was doing rituals to let whatever it is in, bit by bit.”

      That might explain the anomaly in the guard’s aura. I’m no scholar, but as the guards are a part of the Warlord’s schemes, the two might connect.

      Mak continues, “I’m making copies of Lada’s notes. She was afraid of what she thought was coming. There’s a lot there about the doom of the spiriti valem, and Interra itself. I have to get them to the Sisterhood.”

      “The Sisterhood?”

      “Yes, the witch-scholars—the governing body behind the Brotherhood.”

      A chill goes through me. The Brotherhood isn’t the ragtag group of anarchists they make themselves out to be. A part of me shrinks from the knowledge. I rise from my chair. This is getting too deep for me, and I feel myself getting drawn into something bigger than I want to be a part of.

      He grabs my hand and holds my fingers loosely in his. “The Sisterhood knows about l’Echo Morbida, and they want to meet you. They know about Marzana and they can help.”

      “I don’t want to know this, Mak.”

      His smile is wan, full of pity. Here comes that nasty personality I’ve come to despise. I knew he couldn’t keep it in for long. “I know, Echo. You’ve never wanted to move beyond what you are now. You’ve always played small. A big fish in Kilm’s little lake.”

      This stings and I’m struck by how much I dislike him afresh. How we’ve always struggled this way for power, how he’s always pushing me into places I don’t want to go.

      “You’d do well to remember we are not friends,” I reply, coldly.

      “You never let me forget it,” he says with humor. “But I’m right and you know it. You flow with otham more surely than any other Raothami master I’ve known, aside from Malikai, and we all know they aren’t human. You’re the youngest to be Marked in generations, and yet you stay with the Vindicata, never even attempting to know what is happening around you. It’s pitiful.”

      I burn with anger, but as much as I hate what he’s saying parts of it are true. He steps closer to me and lays the final blow.

      “Do you know even one of the dissidents’ names? They’ve been living with you for weeks. Do you know any of them?”

      I elbow him sharply in the kidney. He yowls in pain, but he’s grinning. It was a childish thing to do, but he is right and I hate him for it. How dare he criticize me for inaction, when he grew up with parents and friends, a warm home, plenty of money, and did not spend the first four years of his life in hell?

      Not that you remember much of it, a voice says in my head, but I remember enough. When Miyala and I gaze too long in each other’s eyes, I remember more than I want to. All this, while Mak was born rich, a son of the House of Ishtal. He grew up with powerful friends and family, never worrying someone might steal him back from them in the night, and I hate him for it.

      “I should go,” Mak says, and he hands me an envelope. “This is everything relevant I gathered while I was here. Give it to Fenric and think over what I said. The Sisterhood can help you.”

      He leaves and I sit in the cold room, letting the lamps burn down for nearly an hour before I gather Bayun and do the work of setting the Justitia’s house ablaze. Whatever they were up to here, no one else needs to find it. If there’s evidence of what Lada found out, or what she might have known about me, I don’t want it spreading.

      By the time I get home and climb onto the roof, I can see the satisfying billows of smoke and hear the alarm bells sounding to call the firekeepers into action. They’ll have it out soon enough, but from the size of the blaze, there won’t be much left of the house. Bayun purrs in my lap, sending me image after image of my family.

      I think of Zara, the Warlord, and my conversation with Mak. “No, I don’t want to talk to them now,” I murmur into his warm fur. “In a bit.”

      Eventually, I wander downstairs to find everyone in a panic about the fire.

      “Where have you been?” June yells at me. When my shoulders slump and I look away from him without answering he hugs me. As he pulls away he asks, “Are the Justitia dead?”

      I nod and hand the packet of papers to Fenric. “This will explain everything about Mak Rosari. He’s gone to make his report to the Sisterhood.”

      The look I give him is pointed, and his face darkens. There’s something in his aura that I can’t quite identify, but then he walks away, clearly not wanting me to read him.

      “They want to meet me,” I say, looking at June and Malikai. “What am I going to do about that?”

      Neither answers. Miyala and Bori both have gone very still. Yoonai looks at the ground, refusing to meet my eyes for the first time in my life. Every single one of them is keeping something from me. Even though I have secrets of my own, they’re mine. I’m not conspiring with anyone else.

      I think of the dissidents and Mak’s nasty accusations. They make all the decisions, all the plans, and I am going to do things my way, just this once. I push past them, into the courtyard, where many of the dissidents are sitting together in small groups. I go to the stable, where the rest of them are.

      “Come outside, please,” I ask.

      Arquessa rises first, then nods and the rest follow her. When we reach the courtyard, Yoonai, Malikai and my family have all wandered into the yard. Everyone is watching me.

      “You are all free,” I say.

      No one says anything, but Arquessa looks mildly surprised, while June’s face flashes with anger. Aside from Arquessa, the dissidents look confused.

      “You’re free,” I say again. “When we get to the Stone Citadel, there will be people there who will help you. But in the meantime, you have to learn to fight. You’re going to have to help us if we’re attacked. There will be people trying to stop us from helping you, and trying to kill us for transporting you. You have to help us get you to safety.”

      June is glowering, but Malikai and Yoonai both look pleased.

      I turn to June. “It’s the only way. I can’t do it alone, and even with all of us, even with the Justitia gone, we don’t know what will happen. They need to know so they can help.”

      He stalks into the house, without a backward glance. I look at Miyala, a plea in my eyes, and she goes after him, Bori follows close behind. Fenric has started talking to the dissidents, explaining things to them further. His voice is gentle. It’s clear he’s done this before.

      I go back to the kitchen and watch him. Yoonai and Malikai follow me silently.

      “Did I do the wrong thing?” I ask.

      Neither answers, but Yoonai kisses my cheek after Malikai helps her into her cloak. Her eyes are bright with pride.

      Malikai hugs me briefly. “What will be will be.”
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      In secret is broken the first of the seals, and thus shall reveal a beast of thine salvation and at once shall the Vessel of the Devourer ascend the throne. A crown of flame shall burn upon their alabaster brow and they shall be called righteous, as they cultivate the destruction of their own people.

      — from The Prophecy of Alcyone, translated by Atalanta

      

      A week of silence stretches out between me and June. One evening he sits next to me on the divan, plucking the book from my hand and discarding it.

      “It was right that they should know our plans,” he says, putting his arm around my shoulders. I lean into the crook of his arm, pick my book back up and he reads over my shoulder for the evening. We don’t discuss it further, and neither of us apologizes.

      Quickly, our days normalize and a routine develops. We fill the stable with ovis for the trip to the Citadel, and some of the former prisoners—now people with names my guilty conscience forces me to get to know—take care of them. Mi, Bori, June, Fenric and I train every day with a small group of the dissidents who want to learn to fight. We practice shooting with pistols, bows and crossbows, a variety of hand-to-hand combat styles, and in the evenings, June tutors us on strategy.

      Mi asks the professors to help start a school, mostly for the children, but for anyone who wants to learn, using our extensive library. A few of the adults join the children every day, learning to read, write, and do sums, and in the evenings the academics and artists host lively conversations about everything from theology to intercontinental politics. I listen to them argue and lecture with rapt attention, soaking in knowledge whenever I can.

      Aryx is settling in as well. He doesn’t sleep in the stable loft anymore, which has been converted into a dormitory, but in the house with Miyala. Every day he looks a little bigger, a little sleeker, and less like a lyon. His glamour is starting to wear off, but I can’t tell if it is on purpose, or if his magic is fading.

      Miyala appoints him the official babysitter for the children too young to help with chores or attend lessons. They play around him in our great room, never venturing far from his sight. It’s not unusual to find him napping with half a dozen littlings snoring around him and between his great paws. Most of their parents are gone, and Aryx has a soothing effect on them.

      We leave the house less now, but when we do, I’m disappointed to find that we are still being followed. It hadn’t been only the Justitia following me, after all. I can’t help but wonder if they’re the Warlord’s people, but try as we might, we can’t catch any of our tails to question them. Malikai and Yoonai both come to us now, rather than the rest of us leaving the house.

      Novema disappears in a blur of domestic busyness, and the Dicimbir moon waxes, with Yulmain approaching quickly. One cold and misty afternoon, Raven and the children come up from the cellars, arms full of boxes and bundles that are brimming over with sparkling ornaments and ribbons. Raven grins from ear to ear.

      “Yulmain ornaments!” she gasps, out of breath from the cellar stairs.

      The children drop their armloads in the great room, where I am reading and having tea. Two run to the yard to talk to Fenric whose face is thoughtful while they gesticulate wildly, and then they all walk together toward the stable. The rest go back downstairs and as they go I hear one squeal, “It’ll take a MILLION trips to get it all up here!”

      I raise my eyebrows at Raven, who has just slipped into the room and sips from my mug of tea as she tucks her feet under me. We’ve spent a lot of time together in the evenings lately, with Miyala and Arquessa, trading favorite books we find in the library and discussing old tales. Miyala and I have never had a group of women friends before and I can tell from the way her eyes shine that she’s loving it as much as I am.

      Raven nods at the sound of the littling’s voice downstairs. “Yes, precisely a million trips.”

      We both giggle and her eyes sparkle.

      “Paulo really loved Yulmain.” I tell her.

      “Do you?” she asks.

      I shrug. It was Baba’s favorite holiday. I don’t know what to think anymore. “What about you?” I ask.

      “Yes, I love Yulmain. I wish I could share more Ravenni traditions with you. Being together is enough though.”

      I grab her hand and squeeze. She squeezes back and drains my cup, then flops back on the couch, pulling the excess of my blanket onto her own lap. Her ebony hair pools around her like clouds of black ink. I’ve never seen anyone as beautiful as her, I think for the thousandth time. Without her dulling glamour, she is almost difficult to look at.

      “Are all witches as beautiful as you?” I ask, feeling a little silly.

      She smiles at me, and her teeth shine. “More so. It’s not me, it’s the effect of interacting so much with the otham.”

      I am about to ask her how her glamour works, since I’m still trying to unravel the mystery of Aryx’s true form, but I’m interrupted by the sounds of gleeful children. They are coming back upstairs now and she darts forward, kissing my cheek and racing to help the smallest, Martin, who is carrying a load that’s much too large for his small stature.

      I sit still and watch the children begin to unpack some of the decorations, while others return to the basement. Maybe it really will take a million trips to bring it all up. My heart hurts a little watching them. I cannot shake the feeling that a goodbye is coming.

      A Yulmain carol, sung loudly in a rich baritone, floats in from the direction of the kitchen and June comes in, bearing a tray of delicious looking treats. Some of the children begin to sing along. Slowly, most everyone in the house drifts into the great room, though some go to the basement to help bring up decorations, while others begin to unpack what we have. Martin is teasing Aryx and Bayun both with a ball of gold ribbon and I snort at the sight of the two dignified feline demonae batting at the ribbon like domestic cats.

      A ruckus stirs in the kitchen, and after waiting to see what will happen for a few moments, reluctantly I get up to go see, slipping on a pair of shearling boots and wrapping my sweater around my body. In the courtyard, Fenric and the two littlings who’d gone to see him are dragging an enormous evergreen into the house. They are laughing wildly at the effort and I step away from their good cheer.

      Fenric looks up, just as a cold wind blows snowflakes through the courtyard, lifting my hair around me. He looks down at his small companions and says, “Go find Bori, ye little monsters, we need him.”

      They agree heartily and run off to find him. Fenric gestures sheepishly at the tree. “I probably should have chosen a smaller one.”

      His accent is thick today and the lilt in it is musical. His hair could stand to be cut and as he pushes it out of his face he blushes at my long look.

      I shrug. “It’s lovely.”

      It’s hard to tell if I’m talking about the tree or his messy hair. The wind blows again. The tree is stuck in the door, and will be ‘til Bori comes to help move it. I shiver and take a step away, not wanting to meet the soft look in Fenric’s eyes. He steps forward and I freeze.

      His fingers graze my hair and he says quietly, “You’re getting snow in your hair, lass.”

      His breath is ragged and I hardly dare to look up, but I do, and when my eyes meet his, I feel my lips part and though my body doesn’t move, something in me leaps out at him. Heat rushes between us and we’re both breathing hard.

      All else falls away, except him. His breath, his heartbeat, the smell of the damp wool of his sweater, which he has unbuttoned a bit to expose his collarbone. The sprinkle of freckles across his nose, the golden tan of his skin after being outside so much, the curve of his bottom lip.

      I am staring at that lip when Bori bumps me with his shoulder. “Out of the way, bayami,” he says with a laugh and the moment dissolves.

      I move, wandering towards the kitchen, feeling Fenric’s eyes on me as I go. I glance back once and another flush floods his cheeks. I need a cup of tea and something to do with my hands, immediately.

      I find Bayun in the kitchen and am stunned by how fast he’s growing. He weighs nearly fourteen pounds these days. His right ear has a small chip missing from it, from a fight with an angry tom in the barn, but it only adds to his general charm. He sees me and blinks happily.

      Since Ferdinand left, the head cooks are a pale man named Bartholomew and a short person called Birdy, with russet skin and a mass of curly silver hair. I like Birdy better than Bartholomew, who generally makes me feel as though I’ve done something wrong. Besides, Birdy loves Bayun and feeds him special meals of raw meat whenever they can.

      Bayun is sitting by them now, and they are sneaking him snippets of raw chicken whenever Bartholomew turns away. Birdy grins when they see me and presses their finger to their full lips, motioning with shaggy eyebrows at Bartholomew.

      I barely suppress a giggle and fall in next to Birdy and Bayun. I pick up a knife and begin to chop carrots. Bayun, satiated, hops down from the counter and curls around my feet to watch the rest of the busy kitchen. Birdy and I do not speak, but work together comfortably for a time.

      They put on another pot of tea, while we work. Something about Birdy reminds me of Paulo. They look nothing like him, but their calm demeanor and wise spirit is so similar that I am comforted whenever I’m with them. Their shortly cropped, curly hair is the only thing that is physically similar to Paulo, which makes me love it all the more.

      June comes into the kitchen and I catch them looking at each other. June grins when he sees Birdy and looks sheepish when he sees me standing next to them. I sneak a look at Birdy. Their cheeks are a little pinker than usual, but otherwise there’s no indication they’ve noticed the way June is looking at them. I giggle and Birdy scolds in their hearty Valkun accent, “I’ll thank you to keep those giggles to your own self, littling.”

      I laugh joyfully then, full and long. June looks momentarily upset and my eyes fill with tears. I nod my silent approval to him and put my arm around Birdy’s round waist, and they rest their head on my shoulder for a moment, but don’t stop slicing chicken. We are all a bit misty in the eyes and Bayun is purring.

      “I’m so glad,” I whisper, and though only Birdy can hear me, June can read lips perfectly well. I want him to be happy… when I am gone.

      June goes on about whatever he was doing, just passing through to look at Birdy, if I know him. He likes to check on his loved ones.

      “You don’t mind?” Birdy asks.

      I don’t. Birdy is good and kind. “Is it serious?”

      Birdy shrugs. “Is there another way to have an affair with your father?”

      I smile, there probably isn’t. June is all in or all out.

      “I wouldn’t try to replace your Baba, littling,” Birdy says gently.

      I sigh, because no one can replace someone else, but that doesn’t mean they can’t be just as important. I don’t say this, because my throat is tight.

      I peck Birdy’s rosy cheek and give them a watery smile and we nod at each other. People are pairing off, June and Birdy, Bori and Raven. Amongst the dissidents, couples are springing up everywhere.

      I am nearly twenty years old, and have never had anyone that way. Yes, I’ve kissed people, slept with a few, but no one I loved. No one I cared for. Hells, no one I really liked altogether that much. When I took the Mark last year, and Malikai lectured me on how I spend my energy, I stopped that altogether. That wasn’t what they meant, but it felt right for me.

      Bayun purrs at my feet and nips my pant leg, pawing at Birdy, who tosses him another piece of chicken. Birdy tsks when they see my vegetables.

      “You’re cutting everything unevenly,” they scold. “Go on with you. Find something else to do.”

      Chastised, I kiss Birdy’s cheek again and pour the last of the pot into my mug. Bartholomew scowls at me.

      “I’m sorry!” I exclaim, holding out my mug innocently. “Did you want some? You can have this and I’ll make more.”

      The pinched-looking man wrinkles his nose, turning away. I look at Birdy, who is watching me protectively and they shake their head in warning, motioning me out of the kitchen.

      “You too, you great beast,” they say as they push Bayun off the counter.

      Bayun trills at Birdy, blinking thrice at them, which Birdy returns, sweetly. I chuckle at their loving exchange, but my nerves bristle at Bartholmew’s expression, which is full of raw hatred. I leave the kitchen, but stop in the hallway to try to slow my heart.

      “What was that about?” I ask Bayun.

      The lynxcat paces next to me, gathering his thoughts before sending them to me. When they come, I see that several times today the cook has shot similar looks at Birdy, but nothing indicates what the cause may be. This is disturbing to me and I head to the stable. Arquessa will be able to tell me more.

      I find her, mucking stalls, and she grins at the sight of me. “Come to help?”

      “Come to ask you something, and bring you tea,” I say, offering her my mug and half my cookie.

      She takes it gratefully, removing her gloves and setting aside her shovel. She is a tall, graceful woman, with the pale skin and hair of a Lorami and an angular face. Her arms are muscled from work, and where she was too thin a month ago, now she is sturdy.

      “Thanks for the tea,” she says, handing the mug back to me. “What do you want to know?”

      “What can you tell me about Bartholomew?” I ask, trying to keep my voice even.

      Her eyes narrow into a frown. “Nothing good.”

      My muscles tense as she continues, “He comes from Loramir, like me, but we couldn’t be more different. He’s not a dissident.”

      I gasp. “He’s not?”

      I had no idea any of the former prisoners weren’t dissidents. Slowly, some have been telling their stories, and while some were imprisoned for speaking out against the state, many were turned over to authorities by their families for being “unnatural” in some way, something the Midlanders have grown to be increasingly fearful of in the past twenty years. Arquessa herself was given over because she refused to wear dresses, or to keep her hair long.

      “Why was he imprisoned then?”

      Her shoulders raise in a small shrug. “I don’t know, he’s never said, but he is a Lorami brute, through and through.”

      I’m surprised to hear her use such a strong tone. Arquessa is unfailingly diplomatic. “Has he said something to you?” Her cheeks redden with anger, and my blood heats. “Tell me he hasn’t touched you.”

      She shakes her head vigorously. “No, no, nothing like that, I swear I would come to you or June, or someone, if something like that happened.”

      I let out my held breath.

      “But he says things… Little things, but he believes in the abominations and unnaturalness fervently, I’m afraid.”

      “That nonsense about the True God?”

      In the past weeks, as we’ve heard each other’s tales, more stories about the fanatics of the True God have spread throughout our little society. Apparently, this god is better known amongst the Midlanders. In Loramir there is even a temple for him, and the new Zharina is said to frequent it from time to time, which is disturbing, as the imperial families of the Midcountries are loath to accept new gods.

      “He says the True God will cleanse the world of us.”

      I take a sharp breath in. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

      “I didn’t think it was that important. He hated being a prisoner and I don’t believe he would report us. Is what he worships so important?”

      I shudder inwardly, thinking of the guards’ dead auras and the strange things they said before they died for the first time in months. “I think it may be. Is there anyone else here who believes that? The people who were questioning Raven about her housing in the Midlander prisons before?”

      Arquessa’s face is full of concern. “No, they don’t believe in the True God, they’re ignorant. Several of us have talked to them, to help them understand, and they’ve made amends to her. I think they were curious about her. Some of them have never had an opportunity to think about themselves the way Raven does, or even the way I do. They’re still learning.”

      “Watch them a little more closely, all the same though, alright?” I say, touching her arm.

      Arquessa nods solemnly. I set the mug she’s handed back to me down and hug her tightly. She is shaking a little and I take a moment to look her over. “Is there something else you’re not saying?”

      My tone is gentle, and I don’t want to worry her more than necessary, but I need to know. She bites her cheek, running fingers through her short, pale hair. She looks off in the distance, drawing a shuddering breath.

      “No, it’s not Bartholomew, or anyone here. It’s what happened before the prisons. With my family.”

      I can see how much she doesn’t want to cry and I squeeze both of her hands in mine. “Do you want to talk about this?” I ask, keeping my voice even and calm. She appears to be considering, so I add, “Either way is fine. If you want to talk, we can talk, but if you don’t – if it hurts too much to remember, it’s alright to try and forget. To try and be happy for a while.”

      She smiles and sniffles. “Someday, we will tell each other these stories, Echo. I know you have your own. Someday, when we are safe and well beyond all of this. But until then, I have to try and keep it all together.”

      I nod. “Maybe we all do. That’s why Bartholomew cannot be spewing this True God nonsense. Too many people here could be hurt. I’ll talk to June about it and put a stop to things.”

      Privately, I know that putting a stop to things may be messier than anyone here would want, but I will gladly silence Bartholomew if it means keeping every single other person here safe. I hug Arquessa again and march back in the house. When I pass through the kitchen, Bartholomew is nowhere to be seen. Birdy and some of the littlings are making cookies.

      I whisper in Birdy’s ear, “Where is Bartholomew? June is going to want to speak to him shortly.”

      Birdy looks around and frowns. They purse their lips in confusion, before stepping away from the children and going to the oven doors and peeking inside.

      “Cold,” Birdy says, their aura flashing rapidly with concern and confusion, then panic.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      Birdy’s voice is shrill, “Bartholomew was to make bread today. The oven is cold. And there is no bread.”

      I don’t know why this is significant. “Birdy, get to the point faster, please. If something is wrong, I need to do something now.”

      “It is, he was spouting more of that True God nonsense early this morning and I told him that I was going to report him to June… and Echo, I’m afraid I repeated a story June told me in confidence about what happened to the guard, Octavian.”

      Birdy’s eyes are full of fear. “I’m sorry, littling. I think I may’ve made a grave mistake.”

      Birdy races towards the back hallway, where they and Bartholomew have rooms. They throw open Bartholomew’s door. It isn’t locked and it looks like he packed in a hurry.

      “Seventeen hells.” I race for June’s office.

      I push past children in the hallway and when I pass Raven I grab her. “Run to the stable and ask Quess to ready Nyx. Talk to no one but her, alright?”

      Raven’s eyes go wide and she nods, running in the opposite direction. When I reach June’s office I’m relieved to see Bori and Fenric are already there. The three of them are sipping mugs of hot chocolate, playing a game of Leafs and Hearts.

      I’m sorry to ruin their pleasant afternoon. “Bartholomew is gone, and he’s a believer in the True God.”

      June covers his mouth in frustration, while Bori and Fenric look like they are still processing. June knows what I have to do. He waves me away. “Go quickly, we’re right behind you.”

      I hear them shouting to each other as I run to my room. I strip out of my cozy dayclothes and change rapidly into fighting gear. I strap on as many knives as I can. Night will fall soon, and I cannot afford to come back until I’ve found him and ended this, one way or another.

      My trip back to the stables is a blur of worried faces, but when I reach them, Arquessa has Nyx ready to go. Fenric races into the stable, flushed from being outside in the cold without a coat.

      “He went toward the Dark Quarter, but I lost him. I’m sorry, Echo.”

      “It’s alright,” I say, placing my hand on his shoulder. “I’ll find him.”

      Bayun bumps my legs and I pick him up.

      “Can you track him?” I ask, sending an image of Bartholemew. We’ve been working on this with the littlings. When they play hide and seek, he’s always tasked to find a specific child. We’ve treated it as a game, but it’s been training and he knows it.

      He pushes me away with his paws and scrambles to the ground. He seems to think and then lets out a long cry, which I believe is directed at Nyx, as she stamps her hooves and chuffs in response. I mount quickly and Bayun races out of the courtyard, Nyx following closely behind.

      We race through the cold streets. I thank gods and saints they’re mostly empty, since many Orinians dislike heavy snow. I lose sight of Bayun, but Nyx seems to know the way. Though I cannot communicate with her the way I’d like yet, we are connected and I trust her implicitly.

      Soon, she slows. We’ve reached the Dark Quarter and the streets are narrow and grim. The further we go through the maze of back alleys and shadowy corners, the more worried I become. This is a dangerous part of the Quarter, and even I would rather not be here alone. Nyx stops outside a wood house that has seen better days. The windows are boarded up and it looks abandoned.

      Bayun comes racing down rickety stairs, only to stumble at Nyx’s hooves. I rush to dismount, scooping him into my arms. He sways dizzily and then retches, blessedly away from my clothes. He yowls pitifully.

      “He’s in there?”

      He growls softly in response. There’s nothing wrong with him that I can tell, no injury or tender spot. But he can’t communicate with me in his usual way. I set him in the saddle, and he clutches at it, looking a little better.

      “Go back for the others,” I order them. “Show them the way back here. I am going to need help quickly.”

      Bayun yowls as I walk towards the house, and Nyx’s eyes roll with fear. Whatever is affecting them is bad, whatever I’m walking into is bad, and I’d rather not go alone, but I don’t have a choice.

      My legs sink into snowdrifts no one’s bothered to clear. Dread pools in my belly with each step closer to the house. Snow is coming down in nearly whiteout conditions now, and all is silent.

      There should be people here, somewhere, but it is as if no one wants to come near this place. The lack of noise unsettles me. Kilm is often quiet, but never silent. I try to clear my throat, softly, just to break the stillness, and find I cannot make a sound.

      The invisible scars from the goddess’ marks on my hands itch violently as my stomach churns. I walk up the stairs as covertly as I can, blanketed in the unnatural quiet, but in full sight of anyone who looked out a window. There is no cover here. I draw knives, ready for anything.

      My heart pounds and my nerves are needles in my skin. At the top of the stairs, I press my back against the door and take one deep breath after another, readying myself to search for the line of otham that runs just under the surface of reality, through the spiriti valem. Now that my mind is still, it should be easy enough to find it and calm myself.

      I cannot find the otham in this place. It’s not blocked or shielded, just gone. I drive my focus deeper and push between, onto the spiriti valem itself. There is nothing to find, no otham to connect to, not even on the paths themselves; the otherworld is empty and devoid of life here, which sickens me.

      This is why Bayun was ill – why he could not communicate with me. We are connected by otham, and here, there is none. There is no life beyond life here and I nearly lose my head in terror. My hands burn sharply, flaring with the discomfort of my forceful search. This shakes me out of despair and back into sharp consciousness. I can’t lose focus now. Bartholomew must not escape.

      I open the door and walk into the house. There is nothing to see but a long, dark hall, with a few candles burning in dirty sconces. At the end of the hall is a door. My ears ring with the pressure of the silence and my heart pounds. Bartholomew is beyond the door, waiting for me.

      As I walk down the hallway, the door never gets closer and the silence presses in on me harder and harder. Soon the quiet feels as though it’s crushing my eardrums and I crouch to cradle my head in my hands. I feel something warm and sticky on my palms. When I draw them away from my head, I find my own blood. A cry stifles in my throat before I can make a sound.

      I turn to leave. Fear has its claws in me now. I am afraid of Bartholomew, afraid of the room at the end of the hall, and whatever might be in it. But when I turn, I find I am facing the door again. Again and again I turn, but no matter which way I go, the door is my only option. I move forward, and this time it grows closer with each careful step I take forward.

      Panic nearly has me, but I find a way to force air into my lungs. Whatever is happening here isn’t natural, I know it, but knowing that how I feel isn’t real doesn’t help. Logic tells me that it doesn’t matter one whit what’s behind that door; Bartholomew is no match for me, l’Echo Morbida. My body tells me, as I grip the filthy brass doorknob, that if I open the door I will surely die. I fling the door open.

      The room ahead of me now is nearly dark. The only light comes from an altar in its center, where candles of all colors and sizes burn, wax dripping onto the floor. Bartholomew is nowhere I can see, though I sense he is somewhere in the room, watching. I approach the altar, noticing as I draw near that the statue at its center is so smeared with blood and gore I cannot make out its form. My body lurches as I attempt to whimper in disgust, but still no sound comes out of me.

      Three metal circles the size of my palm are arranged in a half circle in front of the altar. They are black and absorb all light. I sense they’re the source of this awful silence and I nearly heave my tea and cookies from earlier. I work hard to swallow my nausea. A soft laugh floats out from a corner of the room. I try to speak but of course, cannot.

      “I’m so glad it’s you,” Bartholomew says, stepping into view.

      I shrug, trying for a casual air, despite the fact that every instinct I’ve worked to hone is screaming to run. I assume that if I try, I won’t be able to, just like in the hallway. Whatever this is, it’s inevitable now. I surrender, but not easily.

      He steps out from the shadows and into the light of his altar. “Can’t speak, can you? That’s alright. I’ll tell you why I’m glad it’s you. Because you are the only one of them that might have been able to stop what’s coming. You and that unholy goddess.”

      He spits on the ground and makes a crossing motion over his heart. “Et abominamenta ab fidebus sunt. The True God will cleanse this realm of abominations like you and the Vindicata. The True God will make way for men like me to rule this realm, the way we ought!” He thumps his chest at this and smiles, drawing a kitchen knife from somewhere inside his cloak.

      I raise my eyebrows. He seems a little too like a villain in one of Bori’s adventure books right now. No complexity, no real motivation, just flat evil. After so many years in Orn, surrounded by outlaws, I’ve learned no villain is so simple, no one person so flat that they have no more motivation than simply wanting to be in charge of things, to do wrong.

      I shrug again and wave a knife at him. Let’s get on with this. I step towards him.

      “And the True God will make his way, all ways,” Bartholomew says, with venom, “and we will cleanse the world and remake it anew. Women like you will serve the way they should and the unnaturals, like your father, like that Birdy. They’ll die slow deaths.”

      I roll my eyes, wondering if he’s going to talk forever, or if we’re going to fight. Clearly, he wants to. I rock back on my heels and motion for him to continue talking. I am almost amused by this show of unmitigated hatred.

      He is preternaturally quick when he lunges for one of the medallions. Before I have time to react, he’s upon me, pressing it to my forehead. I don’t know how he’s moving so quickly, but when I look at his face, his mouth is frothing with vile smelling foam and his eyes have gone completely black, the whites disappeared entirely. The sound coming from him is a shrill noise that should be impossible for a human to make.

      I’ve failed to notice until now that his aura is empty. The outline of it is there, but as he presses the medallion to my forehead, I see there is no life in it. The medallion burns into me and I am starting to lose consciousness when I bury one of my own knives into Bartholomew’s gut. It does not stop or even slow him. I stab at him wildly now, trying to wrench his arm from me, but he is immovable with inhuman strength.

      Suddenly he falls, his blood splattering everywhere. It is not red blood, but a deep and viscous greenish-black, stinking of sulphur and rotted flesh, like I’ve killed something that was already dead. It steams as it hits the floor, burning through like acid. The medallion he pressed to my forehead has fallen to the floor next to him.

      I am falling too, losing consciousness, but instinct tells me I must fall away from him and his blood. I stumble to the hallway and hear shouts faintly in the distance. My ears are ringing and as I stumble to my knees, I feel blood leaking out of both my ears and eyes. I teeter toward the stairs and tumble down them.

      The last thing I see as I fall are four enormous paws hitting the snow. I look up to see an enormous golden draconae spread its wings as it lands in the foul alley. Iridescent scales and golden fur shimmer brilliantly in the dim light. In the strange draconae’s face I see the eyes of my friend, Aryx.

      I am aware at times as we travel back to our house. I feel Fenric’s arms around me and hear him shouting orders. I hear the sound of wings beating and a lyon’s roar. I hear Fenric order me to live and to stay with him. I smell the desert, and the southerly seas. Fenric orders Bori to find certain herbs, though soon I cannot understand him. He even orders June, but by then I am unable to understand human speech.

      I only understand, through brief fits of consciousness, that I am being stripped of my clothing, down to my underthings. A revolting liquid is shoved into my mouth and I can tell they are begging me to swallow, so I do, though it feels like dirt going down. Bori is chanting in Solaran and Raven glows with faint silver light as she holds my left hand.

      Miyala holds my right hand and when I open my heavy eyelids a sliver I see tears in hers. Beyond her, I see the mane of a golden beast that looks like a lyon, but whose feathered wings are spread wide as he sounds a great roar into the winter night. This is how I know I am dying. Whatever that is, it cannot be real.

      Someone drags me into a shower, hot water falling over my forehead, and Fenric holds me close to his body, as I vomit again and again. He rubs a salve that smells of bonfire and lavender onto the burned spot on my forehead. Though I cannot understand the words he speaks, the ragged breaths that drag through his chest tell me he is sobbing. Everything slows. Somewhere I hear June’s ravaged scream, but the sound is far away as all goes dark.
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      The corporeal world does not govern our existence. We are spirit, above all.

      — Raothami Proverb

      

      If anyone had been watching, they would have found it difficult to describe what happened. Those with dull senses would say the thing crawled out of the child, and certainly, it did come out of her. Those with keener perceptions would say, and rightly so, that it unfurled from her, stretching out from the center of her into its own shape.

      Its eyes glowed hot in its shadowy face as it gazed down at her. Had it lived inside her? It had not. It simply stepped through her heart, as though it were a door. And it was a door, of a kind—a portal, from one realm into another, right through the center of the sleeping child’s chest.

      The child had no idea she housed a portal in her heart, or that the thing could use it as a door, if it so chose. Nor had she any idea, as she tossed in her sleep, that it watched her. She did not know it perched at the end of her bed, then on the dresser and then the windowsill, watching and thinking. Considering and wondering.

      If she had woken to see it, she would not have believed it capable of doing such things as considering and wondering. For, in truth, it was a terrible thing to look upon, though not unlovely. It was as lovely as the sleeping girl herself, even as it swirled in shadow and its eyes burned hot. The two were very much alike otherwise.

      None who looked upon the pair would say they were the same. No, she was a she and it was an it, and it knew the difference very well. Still, there was a connection, a thin thread of sameness between them, and the thing plucked it to hear it sing.

      And sing it did, a note so perfect and sweet that if it had been a real sound it surely would have woken the girl. But it was not a real sound. It was something else, a cosmic stirring, a call. The thing smiled then, for this was just exactly what it had been waiting for and why it unfurled in the first place.

      It bent over the bed, its lips moving slowly, forming the words that were needed, the ones that would weave the thread of sameness into something dazzling and well-wrought. And when the thing was done forming the words and whispering them into the girl’s soul, it stroked her pale face with one long finger, and drew a strand of the ebony hair toward it, only to watch it fall, glinting indigo by the dim light of the stars. A loving touch, but not a tender one.

      You shall be feared, it said, in its own tongue. You shall burn through everything you touch, a vessel of starfire. Somewhere in her dreams, the girl heard, and her lips curved into a smile. With that reaction, the thing was most pleased. It went about folding itself back into the girl’s heart, and slipped through the portal, back from whence it came.
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      the world between worlds

      waits just beyond knowledge.

      — Inscription on Hekate’s temple in Lyonesse

      

      There is a pinprick of flame in my vision and I focus on it. Then there are two, then three, then four. I watch as thirteen candles flicker to light. Then my own face is peering at me through murky darkness, cold eyes alight with curiosity, a slight sneer on her painted red lips. Clouds of kohl ring her hazel eyes. She is both exactly like me, and nothing like me at all.

      “Hello there, vessel,” she purrs, taking my hand.

      I am lying on something soft and comfortable, a bed perhaps, and there is a feeling of being somewhere, but I cannot perceive much. It’s hard to understand, but the air is thicker here than what I’m used to, and my body feels incredibly heavy. I strain to look around, or move, but find I cannot. My eyes are working, the flames and her face are sharp as I would expect, but everything else is muddled and watery.

      “Don’t bother,” she says, watching me struggle. “You won’t be able to do much here – your puny brain can’t begin to comprehend this plane.”

      Her voice is nothing like mine. Where my voice is gravelly and raspy, hers is smooth and sibilant. Ringing to the point of hurting my ears, or my mind, it’s difficult to tell.

      Her face is very like mine, her large eyes set deep in her head, lashes long and thick, with heavy brows. A long nose, cheekbones high and sharp, angular jaw, generous mouth. Like me, she is tall and full figured, all of her limbs long and sturdily built, with ragged fingernails tapping at a piece of furniture.

      Everything about her emanates power and radiance – she is a goddess of a kind, after all, but I do resemble her rather strongly. I wish I could see what she’s wearing. I am sure she’s dressed splendidly. There’s much about my vision that isn’t working the way I’d expect.

      “Ah, you see my human form. How interesting. We are lovely, aren’t we?” she says smiling. “You won’t be able to stay here long, but I thought it was high time we had a talk, and the ruptured seal let me pull you through.”

      “What seal?” I rasp, my voice even rougher than usual.

      She looks distracted for a moment, “Hmm? Oh…”

      She is listening hard, I can tell. Maybe she hears something I don’t. “It might have looked like a coin, made from metal so dark it absorbs light. Then again, it might not have. They’re tricky little things, always changing shape and size.”

      She’s talking about Bartholomew’s medallions. “What do they do?”

      “What do you think they do?” she snaps, her voice full of irritation. “Have you never read Alcyone’s prophecy?”

      I can’t help it; I roll my eyes at her. There is a part of me – the animal part —that is screaming. I know I should be afraid of Marzana, but it’s like being with my twin. My brain can’t quite make sense of the fact that she is an immortal and I should fear her.

      My expression makes her smile and the affinity between us warms. She feels it too and her smile lessens for a moment.

      An answer comes to me. “They absorb otham?”

      “That’s one thing they do, but it’s certainly not their purpose.”

      She hasn’t really answered me. I ignore her jabs. Clearly she likes making others feel small, and I’m not willing to let her affect me that way. “So what is their purpose?”

      She smirks and tweaks my nose. “If I told you, it would be doing your work for you. Besides, we don’t have much time and I want to talk about more important things.” She holds my hands, staring at my palms, right where the goddess’ sigils disappeared into me. “Oh, my mother and her meddling. You don’t need to worry, little limenara. I want nothing to do with your cursed world, especially now that the Legionnaire has its hooks in the place.”

      I start to ask who or what she’s talking about and she shushes me by placing her hand over my mouth.

      “Quiet,” she hisses. “Someone is coming.”

      I still can’t see much of her world. My perception of reality is blurry, but I hear rain and footsteps. Flame flows freely from Marzana’s hands, towards something across the room and the sound muffles.

      “We have minutes, then I’ll have to send you back. The Abbess would be most displeased to find I brought you here. Your sanity will degrade quickly here without the right kind of vessel. Which is a bit funny, since you are a vessel, don’t you think?”

      She is pulling at her hair and I sense a flicker of nervousness when she mentions the Abbess, but it passes quickly and she either has no aura to read or I can’t sense it. It’s almost a relief.

      “Listen carefully. The Legionnaire has been to your world before and it left something behind – or perhaps in your perception it is a someone, rather than a something—though you should really learn the difference. Like you, it’s a vessel. Unlike you, it isn’t just a portal and container for its host – it’s also a power source, fuel of a kind for it.”

      I am confused. She’s started in the middle of something I don’t understand. “What is the Legionnaire? What does it want?”

      She smiles and flames flicker at her fingertips. “The Legionnaire always wants the same thing, all the vitality a world has to offer, but it can’t do anything without a proper vessel. You know… it can’t consume anything… until it has a mouth and hands and feet… all that. But once it does, and it gets used to its new form, it will suck Interra dry.” She raises her eyebrows at me, waiting for me to catch on.

      I wrack my brain for information. I know plenty about inter-dimensional beings and their classifications, though I’m certainly not the expert Yoonai is, or Malikai. Then it hits me: a tale that exists in many worlds about four forces that bring on mass waves of destruction – sometimes depicted as riders, always harbingers of pain and suffering.

      “A Devourer? The Legionnaire is a Devourer.”

      She nods and I hear the sound of voices, far away but getting closer. She is distracted again, but this is urgent. “Which one? Which one is it?” My voice is weak, but the demand in it is strong.

      She shrugs, refusing to answer though I cannot imagine why, so I take a different approach. “What do you want from me?”

      She laughs. “I wanted to see you again. The last time we met, you were so small and perfect. Now you’re big and perfect.”

      I scowl. “I don’t remember meeting you.”

      “You wouldn’t remember that part, it happened in your sleep. You remember the effects though, don’t you?”

      My mother screaming at me, again and again. The anguish at being abandoned. The monitors, the ropes… Demon child. Yes, I remember. I’ve blamed myself all this time, but it was her. Her fault for making me into this thing I fear no one will ever truly love.

      “Tell me what you want. Now.”

      Her eyes flash with understanding. Perhaps the affinity between us tells her that if she wants something from me she’d better be as straightforward as she can be, or I won’t help her at all, just from spite. I’d be willing to bet bushels of gold she’s the same way.

      She continues, though reluctantly, “I want you to find the Legionnaire’s vessel and destroy it, before the time can come for it to use it. If the Legionnaire can embody the vessel, it will eat your world, as it has many others, and you know Interra is the gateway to the vale of spirits, where otham truly resides. If the Legionnaire had access to it, well... you can see how disastrous that would be for all worlds. Surely you can understand that I don’t want the entire universe to be destroyed.”

      I feel so confused here, so slow. “So, it needs a vessel, like a limenara, to exist on Interra? Why?”

      Her eyes roll in exasperation. “Have you learned nothing about non-corporeal beings?”

      I search for an answer, but cannot think fast enough for this conversation.

      “The Legionnaire is like me, like our Malikai, in many ways. An elemental being with no corporeal form. We can take form for short periods of time, but it takes an enormous amount of energy and power to do so, which keeps us from having any fun. It is easier to inhabit another vessel… a body, I mean. But it can’t be just any vessel, it has to be specially prepared.”

      She pauses, listening again. There’s something she can hear that I can’t. “It would have chosen a body it could make strong enough to hold it, and someone canny enough to get into a position of power. Frankly, whoever it chose is probably an immortal of some kind by now. It’ll be a voidsbeast to kill.”

      Panic floods me. This is worse than I could have imagined. The voices are louder now and there is a banging noise. “How will I know the vessel?” I am desperate. She’s been acting far too casual, and I should have recognized right away that it’s because she’s hiding how much effort it took to bring me here. There’s a tiredness around her eyes I know all too well. She won’t be able to hold me here much longer.

      “It’s either a person or object of some power already. The Legionnaire would have made sure it would be in a position to influence as many people as possible. Once it embodies its host the delicate balance wrought on Interra will change. They would seem like small changes to you, but horrendous all the same… changes in attitudes or social mores that were once… elsewise…”

      Horrendous changes in attitudes that were once elsewise.

      The Warlord.

      She’s lost focus completely, watching something across the room. The banging grows more insistent and though I don’t understand the language of the voices, I hear them calling her name. They want in wherever we are, and they don’t sound angry, they sound afraid… Terrified, actually. Whatever Marzana is capable of, they are afraid of her.

      “Find the vessel and destroy it, but keep yourself safe above all else. You must not perish in the process. Do you understand?” she whispers urgently.

      This much I do understand. She doesn’t want her escape hatch from wherever this is ruined. She is a selfish creature, just like me. I understand that much perfectly.

      Now she’s gripping my hands so hard she nearly crushes my bones. “And if you see my mother again, tell her to stop interfering with my plans.”

      I can honestly say I hope I never see the red-haired goddess again, but if I do, I certainly won’t be passing any messages like that along to her. A searing pain flows through my hands and into my veins, as though I’m burning from within. Then Marzana kisses my forehead, right where Bartholmew pressed the seal into my skin. A cool sensation ripples through me, soothing the burning, and I am sucked through darkness, split apart into a million pieces.
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      The second seal is broken. From it emerges the Equitum Rubrum, Legionnaire of Animus, dreadfull and red as the dying star, and the creature is given the power to drain peace from the land, and drive the people to destroy one another at all cost.

      — from The Prophecy of Alcyone, translated by Atalanta

      

      I open my eyes to sharp clarity and my own bedroom. Fenric is asleep in a chair, pulled close to the bed. There are deep bruised circles under his eyes and stains on his sweater. He hasn’t shaved in a while and a short, untrimmed beard has grown. How long have I been out?

      Attempting to sit up gives me some idea; my muscles are stiff and painful. I try to speak, but only manage a croak, so I clear my throat. This wakes Fenric and he’s next to me on the bed, pushing hair back from my face to examine me.

      “Echo,” he breathes, and his voice catches.

      I try for a smile, but even the muscles in my face hurt. He attempts to pour me a glass of water but finds the pitcher on the table next to my bed is empty. “Wait here, I’ll bring water.”

      I lift the corners of my mouth and my eyebrows, as if to say, “Where would I go?” He smiles crookedly before leaving the room, shutting the door behind him. I listen hard, but I don’t hear him calling for anyone in the hall.

      Looking around, I see signs of my family everywhere. Sweaters, scarves and one of Paulo’s special throw blankets are strewn about, as though they’ve all been in and out for some time. I swear hoarsely as I push the covers back to examine my legs. I’m wearing a nightgown and an open sweater, and since everything is clean I know someone must be tending to my hygiene.

      I hear a yowl as fierce as a lyon’s roar and Fenric’s voice saying, “Aye, little one, she’s awake.”

      The door cracks open and a red streak of fur rushes into my arms. Bayun is a kitten no longer, and despite the fact that he was a large juvenile to begin with, nothing prepares me for the creature rumbling with happiness in my arms now.

      “You are practically a lyon,” I murmur.

      He blinks his topaz eyes at me, and his head is the size of a small melon. He’s nearly half again as big as Moon, who is the biggest lynxcat I’ve ever seen. Fenric leans in the doorway, empty-handed. He doesn’t enter or speak, but his expression is soft and pensive.

      Bayun sends me image after image of myself asleep and days passing –I cannot possibly count them, there are so many. I feel how he missed me, and fussed over my hair and face, and curled under my arm to sleep close. I see his travels between, to the spiriti valem, looking for my consciousness, always returning alone.

      And then, clear as a bell, in my mind, he says, We will never be parted again in this life. I will never leave you.

      I look in his solemn gold eyes, in his grown up face that has lost all kittenish roundness and hug him tightly. To my surprise, he lets me, purring deeply against my chest and flexing his huge paws gently on my arms.

      I hear voices and quick footsteps. June rushes in first with Mi close behind. Bori trails after, walking a bit slower because he is carrying a tray full of tea and snacks. Fenric nods to them as they pass him and then closes the door behind them as he leaves.

      Miyala watches me watch him as she snuggles up next to me in bed, hauling me into a sitting position next to her and into her arms. “He was here with you, almost always,” she says, very softly. “I don’t think he’s slept more than a few hours a day in six weeks.”

      “Six weeks!” I screech and my voice is hoarse from disuse. It is nearly time to leave for the Stone Citadel. This can’t be.

      June is pulling Fenric’s chair closer to the bed and he takes my hands in his. There are tears in his eyes as he kisses them. Bori will not meet my gaze, but I see the way he’s swallowing and blinking back tears.

      “I am sorry to have been gone so long,” I say, “I traveled quite a way.”

      Bori nods and Mi says, “We know, love. We know.”

      I narrow my eyes at her and I can hear other voices and more footsteps approaching. When the door opens, Raven, Yoonai and Malikai all rush in, shedding coats and hats as they come. Their cheeks are flushed with cold, and they are damp from the snow.

      “We were outside,” Raven says. “I am so glad you’ve returned, Echo.”

      Malikai’s face is impassive as they lean against the mantel, not making eye contact. Yoonai’s face is vicious as she pushes past June and grabs my face in both hands. “What is the secret you told me when you were ten years old?”

      I flush. I cannot tell her that.

      “Do you not know, not remember, or not want to tell?” she asks, venomous as a winged cobra. I take a ragged breath and look around; their faces are all drawn and worried. Bayun hisses and growls at her.

      Yoonai glares back at him. “Hush, feline, the gods are tricky. She’ll answer me.”

      I say it quietly, in hopes no one will hear.

      “Speak up,” Yoonai demands.

      “That I wanted to be handfasted to Malikai,” I say a bit louder.

      “And what else?” she prompts.

      “Is that really necessary?”

      “How will we know it’s really you if you don’t say it all?” Her eyes are sharp, but her aura twinkles with humor.

      “And have four baby goats instead of children.”

      For a moment everyone is quiet and then the room is full of hoots of laughter. Yoonai looks satisfied, and Malikai looks supremely shocked. At least they’re looking at me.

      “I don’t anymore,” I say grumpily, as Miyala hugs me.

      They all rush towards me, hugging me and kissing my face. Bayun meows in irritation, as his fur is rumpled.

      “Did you think I was her?” I ask from beneath the pile of humanity that is hugging and kissing me now.

      “Oh, shit…” Mi swears, as she scrambles off the bed and to the door. She flings it open and I hear her say, “It’s alright, it’s her. It’s really her.”

      Fenric steps into the room and relief lights his face. So this is why he avoided me – he feared the goddess had taken me. Everyone steps back a little and he approaches me slowly, taking one of my hands in his and squeezing. He lets go to sit at the end of the bed.

      Everyone takes seats: Miyala and June on either side of me, Bayun in my lap, Malikai at the foot of the bed, massaging my feet and ankles. Raven takes June’s chair and Yoonai curls in next to Malikai, pulling Paulo’s blanket around her shoulders. Bori pours tea for everyone, and I find I can hold my cup well enough, despite my shaking arms. He empties a packet of what looks like powdered herbs into mine, and it smells divine, like spring grass and roses.

      “To revive you,” he says and kisses my temples. Then he perches next to Raven, on the arm of her chair; she slips her hand into his and I bite my lip, trying to keep a massive grin from spreading across my face. They both blush fiercely and he kisses her palm. Nothing could make me happier.

      They are all watching me, waiting for an explanation.

      “So you know Marzana pulled my consciousness through the medallion?” I ask, not knowing exactly how to start.

      Malikai’s eyes narrow to slits as they nod. “Where is Marzana? Did she say?”

      I shake my head. “Someplace far away, I think. She said the seal, the medallions Bartholomew had, allowed her to find me. Did you get them? There were three, including the one he broke.”

      Bori frowns. “When we went back to clean up Bartholomew’s body, it was all gone.”

      Somehow that doesn’t surprise me. It’s starting to seem like the fanatics of this so-called True God are more organized than we might have guessed, another complication. “Wherever I was, Marzana was with someone called the Abbess, and whoever else was there, they are afraid of her.”

      Malikai groans. “The Abbess is a leader among the Shadowed Ones, the first of us. Did Marzana say what she wanted?”

      I take a breath before answering Malikai. “She says the Legionnaire has returned to our world.”

      “So it’s a Devourer then,” Yoonai says to Miyala. “I wish your theory had been right and it was one of the Elementals.”

      Miyala covers her face with her hands. “We knew there was a chance it was something worse.”

      “Explain, please,” I beg, feeling like I’m missing too much.

      “Mak wrote to me about Lada’s research, and I’ve been continuing it. She had over a decade of notes she’d compiled, and nearly fifty years of records and stories that her mother had traced, and more before that, tales going back to the time of the Aristos’ War,” Miyala says. “They thought a powerful Elemental had found this world and left its vessel behind to grow in power. They can’t use them for hundreds of years – they’re planted like seeds and when they grow in enough power and maturity, they return. No one wanted to consider it might be a Devourer, but Yoonai thought it might be.”

      “She mentioned something about the Prophecy of Alcyone.”

      Yoonai nods, stealing a glance at Miyala, then June. “Yes, I’ve been trying to find a copy, but there’s not one in Orn. We thought it might apply to this situation…”

      As she trails off, I remember what Marzana said about the vessel. “The Warlord. Is Joram Markona the vessel?”

      They all look grim and each nods in turn, confirming what I’d suspected.

      “Did Paulo know?” I ask quietly.

      June looks surprised. “I… I don’t know. Maybe?”

      He and Miyala exchange a look. She shrugs. “He might have. One of his journals is missing. I think he may have had it on him the night he died. We can’t be sure of what was in it.”

      There’s something she’s not saying about that, but this isn’t the time. I ask the only question I have left. “And we can’t kill him without killing ourselves in the process?”

      My voice cracks at the devastating realization. The Binding expressly forbids any kind of violence against the Warlord. Besides which, the unusual bond between us won’t let me kill him. It’s time to tell them the effect he has on me.

      I open my mouth to confess everything, but June begins to speak. “We found a way around that, actually. A long time ago, though we didn’t know it then,” June murmurs, locking eyes with Miyala, who tenses next to me. All thoughts of confession slip away. There’s a bigger secret here than mine.

      I turn to look at her and her cheeks are hot as she buries her head in my shoulder.

      “What’s this?” I ask, gently pushing her off me.

      “I never swore,” she says, taking a deep breath.

      “You did! I saw you…” I try to remember.

      The day of my Binding is a blur in my memory, as I’d mistaken Paulo’s bottle of valerian and hibiscus tincture for raspberry cordial the night before. I was ill the day of the ceremony, but come the full moon, if new citizens do not swear the Binding, they’re hunted down and evicted from Kilm. The Binding happens no matter who is sick or what is else happening.

      We were only five and had been traveling with June and Paulo for nearly a year after our rescue, and it is the only time in my childhood I can remember being ill. Paulo was a brilliant herbalist; his more dangerous herbs were locked away after my mistake with the valerian. Try as I might, I cannot remember Miyala’s Binding, only my own and the surety that we had both been Bound, sick as I was. Now, I feel suspicious about that surety.

      June looks guilty. “Paulo and I gave you the valerian tincture, so you wouldn’t remember much, and so you’d be quieter than usual.”

      I snicker a little, but I’m still confused. This explains the illness, but not the rest. “Why am I so sure that Miyala was Bound?”

      Bori cringes. “I told you many times that she had been, because Baba told me emphatically that you must not question the fact that we brought a double for Miyala that day. It would have risked the whole thing. The little girl we brought looked very like her. She was the daughter of a Fanuban merchant, and we agreed to pay the tithe for her Binding, so long as we could say she was Mi. You knew, though, and asked again and again where Mi was, sick as you were.”

      I glare first at Bori, then at June. “Why did you lie? Why isn’t Miyala Bound? And why was it a secret?”

      Now I glare at Miyala, who rolls her eyes back at me.

      June sighs. “We couldn’t keep the two of you from the Warlord for much longer, or he might have suspected what we knew.”

      “Which is what?” I ask sharply. As I look around, everyone looks uncomfortable. My heart constricts with anxiety, and my facial muscles clench.

      “That one of the littlings we rescued had a big destiny,” June says, taking my hand. “One that would eclipse his own.”

      My stomach clenches. I’ve been waiting for this moment my whole life. All the training, all the pain being an assassin causes me, it’s all been leading to this moment. It’s all been worth something, because I have a destiny to fulfill.

      A small, satisfied smile curls at my lips. June continues, “We didn’t know anything about you being Marzana’s limenara at the time, Echo, that was odd fortune – a kind of cosmic coincidence.”

      Now I’m confused. If they didn’t know I was Marzana’s limenara, what is he saying? His face is patient. “We didn’t simply happen upon you children. We’d been looking for your location for nearly a year when we found you.”

      Miyala’s arms snake around one of mine and she hugs me close. I have a strong desire to pull away from her, but I am too weak. I don’t know what’s happening here, but she is far too conciliatory for my liking.

      June continues, “Paulo and I were working with the Brotherhood at the time, and the Sisterhood sent us on a mission to find a little girl the Ravenni call the Miyel’karai, the Warkiller.”

      Mi’s grip on me tightens as I try to pull away from her. Miyel’karai, Miyala. She is the child they looked for and I am nobody, just an accident. All my fears about no one wanting me or loving me are confirmed. The devastation this knowledge brings seems infinite; truly, no one has ever wanted me. Not my mother, who I cannot help thinking of now. Not June and Paulo. But they are waiting for me to say something, to show I understand.

      I give them what they want and say flatly, “So the Legionnaire is a Devourer, and to fulfill a prophecy, Miyala will kill him.”

      “The prophecy says she’ll do more than just kill the Devourer’s vessel. She has another name among our people, though it is not… popular… to speak of,” Raven adds, glancing at Yoonai. “She is known as the Last Witch Queen, and is prophesied to unite the people of this world.”

      They are all watching me, expecting a certain reaction. Anger? Jealousy? I am not sure. But I wonder if they considered how this would confirm all my worst fears, that I am unlovable, that no one has ever wanted me, and never will. I struggle to breathe, but something tugs at my memory, and that little voice that speaks so often these days says, that’s not true.

      Bayun stares up at me, his eyes a topaz kaleidoscope and I am soothed, mesmerized into memory. Miyala handing me the knife, the fire of friendship and sisterhood in her eyes. June asking us both how we felt about crime. Paulo’s hand in mine, thousands of times throughout the years. Every time Bori read to me as a child, before I could read myself and was so hungry for stories that I let no one rest until I’d heard one. Malikai tattooing my back. Talking through all my thoughts for thousands of hours with Yoonai.

      I may not have been chosen by the cosmos to save Interra, but I am wanted. No matter what my mother did, my true family chose me. I belong here. I am not unlovable. But I am angry. Angry this secret has driven a wedge between Miyala and me for years. Angry they thought me so fragile that I couldn’t handle the truth of our lives. Yes, I am angry.

      But jealous? I love my family dearly, but they don’t ever seem to completely understand. I’m the assassin because I’m good at it, because I’m best at it, not because I enjoy it. It’s ugly work and I hate it, but death has always been my talent. Though I would kill the Warlord for Miyala if I could, I feel relieved that yet another death will not be on my soul.

      Malikai’s eyes meet mine for a moment and the slow blink they give me is an acknowledgment of all I feel; Malikai always knows the truth of me. I feel emotion rising to show on my face, and smooth it carefully, replacing it with a smile that some part of me does truly feel, no matter how distant that part seems right now.

      I let out a low whistle and chuckle, “Bright future, Mi. You up for being queen of the world, or at least the continent? Maybe just the ten realms?”

      She snorts, and squeezes my arm. “You’re not mad?”

      “Why would I be?”

      She shrugs and averts her eyes.

      My voice is shrill. “Why would I be mad?”
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      And so it is foretold, the greatest order of witches to inhabit Interra shall go to war against the forces of the four.

      — from The Prophecy of Alcyone, translated by Atalanta

      

      A tense quiet falls over the room. June lets go of my hands and slides off the bed. Bori pulls Raven out of the chair and they hustle out of the room. Malikai gives me a look of disappointment as they go. I know, I know, I am supposed to be better than this. Supposed to accept this with grace, but I am not graceful right now. I am bitter with resentment.

      When they’re all gone, and it is just me and my sister I ask her again, “Why would I be mad, Miyala?”

      Finally she says, “You like things to be about you. You always have. You’re the Raothami master, after all.” She shrugs again, and her voice softens a little. “I guess I expected you’d think it ought to have been you.”

      There’s an uncomfortable prickling in my gut. I did think it was me, not that it ought to have been, but that surely it was me all the same. I grit my teeth, not liking this feeling. She is my sister though. My sister, who was worried that I would hear of her magical destiny and wish it was mine instead.

      She isn’t wrong. I want to cause a scene, and not all of it is about the fact that they’ve been lying to me. Much of it is about not being the center of everyone’s attention as well. Miyala watches me as my fists clench and I dig my nails into my palms. I despise feeling this way, backed into a corner, confronted with a truth I don’t like.

      I want to make a fuss and argue and have all the attention back on me again. Something in me grates at that thought. I wonder what it would be like to just stop and let her be the one who’s most important, the one with a destiny to fulfill. I wonder what it would be like to be the one who helps for once, rather than the one who kills.

      My sister is watching me. Her arms are crossed and from the serious look in her eyes, I know that saying the right thing is crucial now. Miyala has always been a flexible thinker, but I don’t think she can handle a wrong answer now. So as angry as I still am at being lied to, I shove the feeling deep down inside.

      “I’ll do better.”

      She looks at me suspiciously. She knows I’m not as calm as I’m acting. She doesn’t have to read auras to know that. A sister knows.

      “Are you going to bring the aristos back to Orn?” I ask, hoping to distract her.

      She frowns thoughtfully. “I don’t think that’s what ‘queen’ means in this context. Everything Paulo researched indicated that it was the closest word the original translators could find to describe my role. Essentially, I am to usher in a more unified age of peace and cooperation between the countries on our continent. It’s a preparation for something, but we don’t know what yet. June thinks it’s the real reason Paulo was killed.”

      A long pause hangs between us and I can’t quite address what she’s just said, though I am happy to finally know the nature of the meaningful looks between them. That will take a while to process; to not jump to the anger I feel that her destiny was the cause of Baba’s death. I can see she feels it deeply enough already, and we both know that this is no one’s fault but the Warlord’s, not really.

      I change the subject. “I’m not mad about your destiny, Mi. But you were right that I would be mad.”

      She smiles a dry, smug smile. “I knew it. I knew you were mad.”

      I growl in frustration and Bayun rumbles back at me from my lap. “All the secrets and the lies. That’s why I’m mad.”

      She rolls her eyes. “It was necessary, Echo. The fewer people who knew, the safer I was. You were a child.”

      “So were you!”

      Anger flashes in her eyes. “Yes, a child that wasn’t allowed to be a child, only ever a future queen in hiding. What do you think it was like for me to carry that alone, sister?”

      I choke on my fury, “What do you think it’s like to be the one trained up to be your court assassin? How do you think it feels to know that all this time, I’ve been doing this job I hate and that makes me sick? Not for our family, not for our crew, but for you?”

      “Is that what you think?” she yells back at me. “That I wanted that for you?”

      Tears are streaming down our faces, and I feel the very real danger that we’re about to say things that can’t be taken back. Her aura flashes with anger, but also deepest grief and my anger dies down.

      “No,” I sob. “Not really.”

      She glares at me for a moment more, and then the tension breaks, cracking into a thousand pieces. My chest feels as though it will explode, all the emotions I’ve been repressing flooding over me.

      “Do you want this?” I ask, my voice desperate. “Do you want to be queen, and to kill the Warlord? Do you actually want these things?”

      A small smile lights in her eyes, and though her aura is just as overwrought with sadness and anger as mine there is something else there. A small spark of desire that grows as she nods. “I do. I know I can do this. I can be queen, and kill the Warlord. I know I’m meant to do it, and I want to.”

      My heart releases the resentment I’ve been feeling. When I look at her, all I see is my best friend. The person who’s stood back to back with me in countless fights, who’s cradled my body against hers when the nights were too dark and frightening, who laughs easier than anyone I’ve ever met. I see her grace and her strength. Her intelligence and her capacity to hear people out. I see someone who not only could be queen, but who should be, and who wants to be.

      I whisper, “Can I help?”

      My sister smiles. I’ve finally made the right choice, the one that leads us back toward each other, instead of further apart.

      She holds out her hand, and I know we both feel the echo of the moment she held out the knife to me so many years ago. I take it and pull her into my embrace and we both dissolve into tears. Bayun grumbles at being cried upon, but does not move from my lap.

      When we release one another, I say, “I trust you, Miyala, more than anyone in the world, and I will follow wherever you lead.”

      Yes, I am still angry, but I know that’s mine to deal with, not hers. Right now, she needs me, and I know I need her. I always have.

      She pulls a knife from the sheath at her waist. She slices into her left palm, blood welling up like a line of rubies. Taking my left hand and turning it over, so that it lies on her knee, she asks, “Do you swear allegiance to me, as your queen? Do you promise to do all you can to bring justice to the realm and create a fairer, safer world for its people?”

      “Yes.” Power sings in the air as Miyala cuts into my left palm.

      “Do you swear to stay true to our mission to bring justice to this realm, even if it requires your life?”

      I pause at the gravity of this. To lay down my life so Miyala can be queen? But it’s not just Mi, or the Vindicata; what she’s asking for encompasses more than that. Am I willing to lay down my life in service of making the world a place where people don’t turn their families in for disobeying the state or give their wayward children away to strangers?

      For a moment, Marzana’s plea that I protect myself above all else rings in my ears. But she is wrong. Though I am sorry for whatever made her the way she is, there are things more important than my safety. For the children we once were, and all the children yet to be, I flex my hand until the blood forms a small pool in my palm and make my pledge to a new world.

      “Yes.”

      Miyala’s eyes radiate with otherworldly power and her voice is grave when she says, “Then no longer are you an assassin, my sister, you are protector of the ten realms, until which time I release you.”

      Miyala presses our palms together and a rush of otham flows through her veins into mine, pure and sweet, dark as the soil, phosphorescent as the mycelial web of power that connects all things. I am her and she is me, and for one perfect moment I am vividly aware of the ways we are all connected, have always been connected, always will be connected. A multiverse of ways the world could end and begin again flows into me, and through it all, I sense a kernel of something small and evil harden and roll into a bead of frightened power.

      It shivers through me, panicked and losing strength until it begins to fizzle out. When it dissipates, I vomit into a bowl Miyala is miraculously holding in her lap. June has returned and he takes it away. When my vision begins to clear, Bori is sitting in the chair by the bed, and it’s just us now, just our family.

      Now I see silvery scars on all their left palms. They call to me with the same kind of affinity I felt when I was with Marzana. We are alike now, more than ever, aligned in our cause.

      “The Binding?” I ask.

      Bori grins, “Gone. Miyala has always been the key. We just couldn’t put together what little Paulo and June knew about the Ravenni prophecy until Raven was with us, and we had Lada’s research.”

      June hugs me to him, tightly. “Are you tired?” he asks softly.

      I nod and I notice Mi’s eyes are drooping as well. She snuggles down into the blankets and Bori tucks her in, saying, “It tires her to give the binding.”

      It’s strange to hear him call what Miyala did a binding; it’s so different from what the Warlord did to us. Where the Warlord’s spell bound us to his will and his desire, Miyala’s binds us to the land, to one another, to a common cause for collective wellbeing. Miyala’s binding returns us to a way of being people used to understand inherently; it’s not a cage, but the key that sets us free.

      As I start to drift off, I realize that now I don’t have to tell anyone about my connection to Joram. He no longer has any power over me. I smile to myself as I let sleep come. Bayun settles between us, purring as I sink back onto the pillows.

      June tucks the blankets around me and says, “Sleep, little doves.”

      The diminutive he used so often for us as children is comforting. He kisses my forehead and Mi’s, and his familiar scent smell of coconut, cinnamon and citrus washes over me. I feel Paulo with us in that moment, real as if he were in the room.

      “I love you all so much,” I murmur as my eyes droop further and I snuggle into the warm blankets, safe between Bayun and my sister, my queen.
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      Rest now to fight tomorrow.

      —Raothami Proverb

      

      When I wake, Miyala is gone and the height of the sun tells me I’ve been allowed to sleep rather late. I stumble out of bed and into the bathroom, where I splash water on my face and look in the mirror. My pale skin has a slightly grey cast to it, and my hazel eyes are sunken further in my head than usual. I don’t look at all well. I pull my hair into a loose pile on my head and reach for Yoonai’s combs, fastening them less expertly than she would, but the effect is nice all the same.

      I run a bath, because despite the fact that someone has been keeping me clean enough I still stink. My legs are wobbly from disuse, but I can move and I thank gods and saints that my family knows how to make sure I wouldn’t wake up needing months of rehabilitation. As it is, it will probably take weeks until I am completely recovered.

      I sink into the hot water and wash quickly, so I can lean back and close my eyes. I scan my body, feeling places where there is weakness and tension. Malikai will have me on the floor today, I know, but it is always good to have an idea of where I’ll need to let healing energy in, and where to be gentle. When I reach my mind, I find that the familiar buzz of anxiety and the small pool of melancholy have lessened somewhat—or maybe not lessened, but changed.

      I feel more integrated and whole, and I wonder if expelling the black bead of the Warlord’s binding has something to do with this, or if my time with Marzana changed me somehow. I shrug it off as I climb out of the tub. There will be much to do today and worrying over feeling better seems silly. I do feel better, despite the weakness of my limbs.

      Someone has been by with laundry while I bathed, and I find a pile of loose, soft knit leggings, and an enormous cocoon-style sweater, along with a pair of Yoonai’s favorite Chimani wool socks, from one of the priciest ateliers in Kilm. Everything smells like her, a blend of sumptuous florals and woods.

      A soft knock comes at the door as I’m pulling on the socks, which are a lovely dusty lavender color, and I say, “Come in.”

      Yoonai enters and she is dressed nearly identically, though she wears a pair of the lace-up shearling boots favored by the Taigal bands of Solara. They are beautifully embroidered and beaded. She is carrying a basket and wearing a smile.

      “Good,” she croons softly, “you bathed.”

      Behind her, I see Bayun and Moon. I grin at the lynxcats. Bayun has indeed surpassed his mother in size. A memory of the day Bartholomew poisoned me pops into my head.

      “Is Aryx…” I hesitate not knowing what to ask exactly. I might have been hallucinating, after all.

      Yoonai smiles. “His glamour is gone. Now that you know Miyala’s secret, I imagine she will tell you his true history. Or perhaps he will tell you himself… Though he is enjoying stretching his wings these days and is often away.”

      My eyes widen in surprise. “So he does have wings? Is he a kind of draconae, a small-god of some kind?”

      Yoonai tilts her head a bit. “You saw?”

      “Yes, when I was ill, before I went under. I thought I saw a great draconae, with enormous wings. But before that, when we rescued him, I saw something and could feel his glamour. I knew he was hiding his true form, but he wouldn’t show me.”

      She smiles then. “You have always had a nice way with the demonae and draconae.”

      I notice she has not answered my question. She’s keeping something from me. “What’s going on?”

      Yoonai purses her lips and frowns back, something I rarely see her do as she says making faces brings wrinkles.

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself, chicklet. For this morning, rest. The others are anxious to get you caught up, but Malikai and I would like for you to ease in slowly. Traveling between worlds is tricky business. Dress warmly. This house may be a fortress, but gods and saints, it is drafty. We don’t need you catching a cold while you recover.”

      “I am going somewhere, aren’t I?” I ask, but she merely hums in return.

      I finish dressing and Yoonai adjusts the combs in my hair. “There, you’re all set,” she nods and hugs me tightly. The smell of her perfume wafts into my nose, subtle and comforting. I feel her readjusting the combs in my hair, yet again, and laugh. I never had a mother, but I have walked with luck to have Yoonai as a grandmother.

      I follow Yoonai and the lynxcats downstairs. The house is quiet and the children are reading books or drawing pictures. Miyala sits among them, with a child on her lap. She looks up and smiles at me, pushing a stack of maps behind her, and flashes an apologetic smile at Yoonai, who glares at her. Mi wasn’t quick enough. The maps were of Taigal lands in Solara, and further north yet to the Contested Lands.

      I glance at Yoonai. “Am I going north?”

      She glares at me, then rolls her eyes. “You’re too curious for your own good.” I raise my eyebrows at her, as if to say, “But I’m right?”

      She nods. “In a few days time, you will go north, and the Leopardis will guide you to the Sisterhood. No more about that right now. Truly, Echo, your mind needs rest. Please.”

      Her plea is serious, and if anyone knows about healing, it is Yoonai. I nod and squeeze her hand. She squeezes back and I follow her to the kitchen, where Birdy has prepared a feast of healing foods.

      June comes in and kisses Birdy’s cheek, then mine, then Yoonai’s. He herds me into one of the chairs by the hearth and tucks a fluffy blanket around my legs. Malikai brings me a mug of steaming liquid that smells floral and herbal. I sip it slowly and feel some of my strength returning.

      Everyone is quiet under Yoonai’s watchful eye, and finally I beg, “Please talk about something. You’re making me nervous.”

      This gets a laugh and soon they’re gossiping and catching me up on the mundane things I’ve missed, and while I can tell they are trying to keep things light, when they talk about Yulmain, I see it was a strained celebration.

      June sits on the arm of my chair and when I finish my tea, he hands my mug to Birdy and I lean into him. Bayun hops into my lap and Moon into Yoonai’s who sits across from me. Before I know it, I doze off.

      When I wake, I am alone, but I hear voices in the great room. The fire is crackling merrily and Bayun is purring, so I cannot hear them well. I set Bayun down and creep to the hallway behind the great room and sit on the floor to listen when I hear June say, “You’re not giving her enough time! She needs at least a month to recover from that ordeal. I won’t send her out there so soon.”

      Malikai says something softly, in a voice meant to calm, but June snaps, “I don’t care how many magic baths you give her, how many salves, or whatever else. The damn Sisterhood is not summoning my child until I’m good and ready to give her up.”

      Now Birdy is saying something soft and comforting and I hear June take a ragged breath. My throat and chest both constrict. Bayun finds me and curls up in my lap.

      “Why does she have to go alone, anyway?” June says, sounding less like he’s crying, but just as angry.

      Malikai responds, “She won’t be alone, she’ll have Fenric, and eventually the Leopardis. They will help her, June. We have a plan. We need the Sisterhood and the Ravenni both, as well as someone to connect with the resistance in Loramir. We’ll be fighting a war on multiple fronts and will need all the allies we can get. This is what she was trained for; we all agreed that when this time came you would let her go. It’s what Paulo wanted for her, you know that.”

      “Don’t tell me what Paulo wanted,” June snaps, “I know what he wanted for her. He wanted too much from her. It’s not fair to expect so much from her.”

      Yoonai interjects, before June can go on, “It is not too much for her. How unfair you are, June, to place the heavy weight of the world on Miyala and leave the burden off Echo. She is not fragile and will not break. We have made sure of this. What Paulo wanted for her, what we all want for her is not too much. It is time for her to take up her responsibility in all this. We kept it from her because you asked us to, but now it’s time for her to understand. You’re ready for that, aren’t you, Echo?”

      I grin. No one can get anything past Yoonai. I rise on trembling legs and stumble into the great room. June makes room for me on the divan and covers my legs with a blanket as I curl into his arms. I feel ten again. It’s an oddly comforting feeling, and no one seems particularly annoyed at my bad habit of eavesdropping.

      “What was in that tea?” I ask, a little groggy, but feeling more like I’ve been recovering for weeks, rather than hours.

      “Secrets,” Bori says, appearing out of nowhere. He hands me a new mug, with something that smells familiar and energizing. “You’ll have a cup every day before you leave, but no more than a cup.”

      I narrow my eyes at him and stick my tongue out a little. He sticks his tongue out back at me.

      “Littlings,” June says, chiding us. Fenric, Raven and Mi come in. They settle into chairs around the fireplace. A comforting feeling of familial ties and the life we’ve built together suffuses the room.

      It fades when Yoonai begins to speak. “We all have our part to play in this, and I know splitting up, after so many years of working in concert, feels difficult for us all, but this is how it must be.

      “Echo, while you were ill, we learned Loramir, Iorma and Thyall have formed an alliance that will cut the Northern Reaches off from the Southerlies. They’ve been planning this for a while, building more prisons, forming street patrols, and expanding their armies.”

      “The Legionnaire’s influence?” I whisper.

      Bori takes Raven’s hand as he answers. “We think so. We think the Warlord is trying to start an intercontinental war, as well as a civil war here in Orn to distract us all from him welcoming the Legionnaire in. When we are all consumed with the war, the Legionnaire will be primed to feed and will take him over.”

      I sigh. “And we’re sure it’s the Warlord?”

      Everyone nods, but Miyala says, “It makes the most sense. The evidence lines up most closely with him, with it being the same Warlord, just with different faces, since the Aristo War.”

      “That’s possible?” I ask, incredulous. Magic like that is rare.

      Miyala nods, and the look on her face tells me she’s horrified by the idea. “There are spells he could have done, of course, and it seems unlikely that the Legionnaire’s vessel would be without certain innate magical abilities. The Devourers aren’t people; like gods, they’re beings beyond our understanding. For it to take a body, it would have had to be a very special body, strong and magically inclined in its own right. It’s hard to say what its limits might be, as frightening as that is.”

      This makes sense. “So what will we do?”

      “You’ll go first to the Leopardis, who will deliver you to the Sisterhood. We need them and their magic as much as the Ravenni to go up against a creature like the Warlord, and since they’ve asked to see you already, you’re the best person to send,” Mi explains.

      “I will go with you,” says Fenric.

      “And after that?” I ask, feeling nervous that I’m being asked to assassinate someone. Miyala’s promise meant more to me than I anticipated.

      Malikai, sensing my fear, says, “You should only kill if you are attacked. The Leopardis will take over your recovery and guide you to the Cloisters, where the Sisterhood resides. If they have nothing to ask of you, and you can secure their help in our cause, then we would like for you to infiltrate the resistance in Loramir this summer. We believe they may be inclined to join us, from what we’ve heard so far, and if we can break the Midcountry alliance apart from the inside, it improves our chances to stop the war.”

      “And stop the Legionnaire’s power from growing,” Bori adds. “Lada thought it would need to feed on intense conflict before it can inhabit its vessel permanently. The vessel will need to be embroiled in the conflict at a central point, and in a position of power to grow strong enough to hold the Legionnaire.”

      “Which makes the Warlord perfect for the job,” Raven says, and Bori smiles at her with so much love shining on his face I nearly laugh aloud at the sight. Their happiness is infectious and their auras shimmer in response to one another.

      “What about everyone else? Are you still going to the Stone Citadel?” I ask.

      Mi and Raven smile at each other, and Mi says, “We’re headed to Lyonesse.”

      I gasp. Lyonesse has been the focal point of the Contested Lands between the Solarans and the Valkun for centuries, as both societies have had significant occupations there over the millennia. Lyonesse was occupied by the ancients, one of the first of the lost lands to arrive in Orn, which makes it holy to dozens of cults throughout the continent. Eventually it was deemed wisest to leave it abandoned. Though I’ve never been there, it’s said to be one of the continent’s most beautiful cities, situated where the mountains meet the sea in sharp relief.

      “The nations of Valkun and the Solaran Empire have both agreed to this,” June says. “Valkun will follow Miyala, when the time comes. Solara is still deciding, but they won’t stand against us.”

      “What about the Stone Citadel?”

      “We were never going there, my love,” June says gently. “At least we hoped we wouldn’t have to go, that we’d be able to find the answer to breaking the binding. We were fairly certain we could; Miyala had been searching for an answer for months. Lada’s research into how the original spell was created gave us the last of what we needed. But we’ve been working to secure Lyonesse from the beginning. It’s where we’d always planned to go after the Citadel.”

      “We need to find a copy of the Prophecy of Alcyone,” Yoonai explains. “The Ravenni have the last known copy…”

      Raven finishes, “But they will not let us see it.”

      “But the library at Lyonesse is legendary,” Mi adds. “I think we’ll find what we need there.”

      “And the Brotherhood knows about all this?” I ask, my voice strained. My feelings are hurt by the secret, and I’m having trouble hiding it.

      Fenric nods, looking guilty. “Yes, we agreed. Brothers will meet June and the others outside Kilm and help get the dissidents safely to Lyonesse. The ones who want to go home will go south. It was what we’d always planned. We want to help Miyala, but the Sisterhood has to agree first.”

      Arranging this must have taken years of planning that I never knew anything about. It’s more than dealing with the dissidents, though I am sure they are a wrench in my parents’ plans. I imagine the alliance they’re talking about was complicated to arrange. And Lyonesse, well, getting the Solarans and Valkun to agree to give it up is a spectacular feat. The wide-reaching implications of what has been happening without my ever catching on is dizzying.

      Bori pats my arm. “If it makes you feel any better, they only told me last year. We thought to tell you sooner, but Paulo died and we weren’t sure why he’d been killed.”

      I shrug. It doesn’t make me feel better. I wish I’d known all along. Maybe I wouldn’t have acted so silly over the years, thinking I was so special. Maybe there was something I could have done that might have eased the way.

      “I didn’t want you to know,” Miyala says. “I didn’t want either of you to know and treat me differently, or for there to be strangeness between us.”

      “I would have protected you better on missions!” I yelp.

      “I can take care of myself,” she says, her eyes narrowing into a dangerous glare.

      I rein my feelings in. This is not the time and there are too many people around. I take her hand and squeeze.

      “So who else is going to Lyonesse?” I ask.

      “Me!” Raven chirps. “And Yoonai, Bori, June, Birdy, Quess, and most of the dissidents say they want to go.”

      “And what about you?” I ask Malikai.

      “I have other plans,” they say. “I will join you in a few months' time.”

      Questions follow and we talk for hours, discussing routes and plans. Maps are brought out so I can see the routes everyone is to take. Eventually Birdy gets up to make dinner, and Raven follows to help. Yoonai says something about a bath and disappears with both cats.

      Fenric mutters something about promising to read stories by the fire with some of the littlings, and Malikai leaves without explanation. When it is just the four of us, June begins to braid Miyala’s hair, pulling gently as she closes her eyes. Bori stretches out on the hearth, with his hands behind his head.

      “I don’t like this idea of Echo going south with only Fenric,” Bori says after a few peaceful moments. “I don’t like that we’re splitting up.”

      June sighs. “I don’t like it either, but it’s necessary. Fenric and Echo will draw less attention while they travel through the Midcountries.”

      “Bet Echo’s terrible attitude won’t win her points with the resistance,” Bori says with a laugh.

      “Maybe she can scowl at them ‘til they agree to help us,” Miyala adds, keeping her eyes closed, but a smile plays on her lips.

      “Maybe Bori can write them a poem that will convince them to help us,” I retort.

      We all laugh and some of the tightness in my chest starts to unclench. Bori punches my knee lightly and grins. That smile, I will miss that smile so much.

      “You and Fenric can travel in Loramir without all the issues the rest of us will have, and I assume the resistance leaders will have attitudes as snarly as yours, so you’ll probably get along,” Miyala reasons.

      I know the issues she means. Midlanders don’t just care about who you sleep with, or whether you are a man, woman, or any of the other genders. They also obsess over skin color, and fear all the “mixing” that happens to their north and south will somehow contaminate their countries. Paulo explained in our history lessons that it is because they came from worlds and times in which people believed there was a hierarchy of physical traits that made them inherently better than others, rather than excelling on merit or valuing the miracle of simply existing.

      It is an illogical way of thinking in my opinion, and in most of our scholars’ opinions, but Loramir and Iorma especially adhere to these notions stringently. Thyall has no tradition other than to create the most advanced machines possible. It is unfortunate that they aligned with the other Midlanders; we will be at a disadvantage without their skill with weaponry.

      “The only way this will all work is if we can successfully break apart the Midlanders’ alliance, as well as unite the north and south,” June says. “Otherwise, it won’t matter how quickly Miyala finds a way to kill the Warlord, there will be an intercontinental war regardless, and we’ll all be destroyed. We have to split up, or this is only the beginning of how bad things will be.”

      He’s distilled our mission precisely, as he always does. It’s not like we haven’t split the crew up before. We do this for lots of missions. It’s that this feels different. We’ll be apart for at least six months, and we may never return home. For all we know, Kilm and Orn itself may be destroyed in all this. Lyonesse may be our home now, a place none of us, save Malikai, has ever been. It’s an uncomfortable thought, and I feel the weight of what’s to come.

      June deftly weaves the braids he’s made into a crown atop Miyala’s head, securing them some way that I miss in the dim kitchen. In the glow of the firelight, she is regal and serene, where she belongs, at the center of our plans.

      Hope breaks over me, real purpose filling me for the first time in my life. What we’re doing isn’t crime for the best, or meting out justice in the dark, it’s bringing our world together to stand against evil. I am proud to do this work, but scared.

      June stands and Mi slides into his chair, curling her long legs under her. June kisses each of us, and goes to help Birdy, who is making something that smells positively divine. We three, the children of the Vindicata, are left on our own.

      “Will you tell me about Aryx?” I ask Mi.

      She smiles. “He wants to tell you himself. He’ll be back tomorrow, I think.”

      We are quiet for a while.

      Finally, Mi asks, “Are you alright, going with Fenric?”

      Something thrills through me. I’ve been trying to avoid thinking about this too much. Something in my body remembers his touch and his care while I was asleep, and craves more, and from the way he’s avoiding looking at me, I wonder if he feels the same. I nod at her, then say, “I need to get up and move around a bit.”

      They give each other a look and I glare at them. They’re snickering as I walk out of the kitchen, and I can’t help but laugh along with them. I’m fairly predictable.
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      A man will climb atop his mountain of lies and proclaim an honest day’s work is done.

      — Kaziti Proverb

      

      I walk through the halls until I hear his voice, deep and smooth, reading from a book about four children who step through a piece of furniture, into another world from their own. I remember Paulo telling us that in all worlds there are stories like this that attempt to explain what it is like to travel interdimensionally, and across spacetime. Still, the littlings don’t know this yet; they’re just enjoying the story.

      I peek into the family room and find all the children there, in rapt attention as Fenric reads. He looks up and pauses. Heat flashes through me when his eyes meet mine and then slide down my body. The look isn’t overtly lustful, it’s careful and worried, but there’s something else behind it and I flush all over. He goes back to reading and the moment passes.

      I am being ridiculous, I convince myself. I need to stretch so I go off in search of Malikai. I don’t find them, but I stop in our training room, which is dark but for a few flickering candles. All the weapons and equipment are put away and the curtains are wide open, letting in the bright glow of the waxing moon.

      I close the door and begin to stretch slowly, before moving into a gentle flow. When I am warm, I strip off my boots, sweater and socks, so that I’m dressed only in my leggings and a cropped shirt and move deeper into flow. As I find the stream of otham and slip between, I lose focus and the world becomes soft around the edges.

      A presence joins me, Malikai, I assume, because of the way our energy flows together. But the otham reacts differently than the cool synergy Malikai and I usually share, as we step deeper into the stream.

      Deep heat fills my body and all the places that are weak and hurt feel as though they’re knitting back together. The person next to me slips between with me. When Malikai and I connect in flow, the connection is calm, cerebral and soothing, putting me fully in my spirit body, the echo of my physical body in the spirit realm. Now, next to me is another, burning just as hot as I am, and I cannot maintain my connection to the otham.

      I lurch back into my physical body, shocked by what I feel. No one has ever been able to join me in flow except Malikai, and never have I felt that heat or that kind of desire. When I open my eyes, I find Fenric looking at me. Like me, he is covered in a slick of sweat.

      He’s stripped down to the loose pants he was wearing earlier, his boots and other clothes in a pile next to mine. The door is closed, and I have no idea how he entered without me knowing. That in itself should make me afraid, but all I can think of is how my lungs collapse and expand in time with his.

      I want an explanation for his behavior, for how he slid so easily onto the spiriti valem with me, but I can’t find the words. I take a step towards him and he is closing the distance between us. I don’t see the movements that follow, but only feel. His hands sliding up my back and into my hair, his body pressed against mine. I wrap my arms around his neck. He buries his face in my shoulder and I feel his hot breath shuddering through him, and his heart beats wildly.

      “I thought you would die,” he murmurs in my ear, “And every day you slept, that I cared for you, and watched your family care for you, I wanted you to wake more. I wanted another chance.”

      I am almost past the point of wanting to talk about anything, my body is singing with so much desire, but I have to know. I have to hear him say it,

      “Another chance for what?”

      “To know you, to feel you, to hear you say yes when I ask…” he falters and pulls back.

      “What do you want to ask me?” I beg, my body screaming at the loss of contact.

      His eyes find mine and his hands fall to his sides. He is struggling to control his breathing.

      “Do you want me to touch you?” he asks, and there is an uncertainty in his voice that I feel deep in my soul. “Do you want me too? Or is this all in my head?”

      I step towards him. We are so close I can feel the heat of his body, mingling with mine. “I do want you, but do you actually want me?”

      He knows what I mean and he sighs, pain in his eyes. “I can’t ever completely separate that you look like her.”

      That stings a little, but I am glad he is honest. No one is talking about love, and for that I’m grateful. I don’t know what this is, but I’m not certain Fenric can love me. I wonder if I even care when I take his hand in mine, pressing my fingertips to his. I can feel his heartbeat and I know he can feel mine.

      He groans and wets his lips. “I touched you every day without your permission while you were sick,” he says slowly.

      “You were taking care of me,” I interrupt, moving closer to him. “It’s fine.”

      He shakes his head. “Let me ask you, Echo. Let me ask if it is alright now.”

      I look into his eyes and my lips part. I feel his breath on my face as he asks, “Do you want me to touch you now? Do you want me to kiss you?”

      “Yes,” I breathe as our mouths meet. As we tangle together, sliding against one another, our sweat mingling and his hands everywhere, I feel my knees weaken and my body’s weight is pressed against him fully.

      He kneels, guiding me gently to the floor beneath him. He lowers himself down next to me, snaking a leg through mine and pulling every inch of me against him as he kisses my mouth, my neck, and across my collarbone. He whispers, “Is this alright?” in my ear as his fingers graze the neckline of my shirt.

      “Yes,” I moan and his fingers find their way inside. His other arm is cradling my head and he pulls the hair at the nape of my neck gently, so that he can kiss my neck, his tongue massaging circles on every sensitive spot.

      We both startle to hear the door open and an impatient sigh: it’s Malikai. “When the two of you are decent, dinner is ready,” they say and a cool rush of air flows into the hot room. “Please,” they add dryly, “do take your time, we’ll begin without you.”

      The door shuts and I realize we’ve frozen, his hand cupping my breast, our legs twined together and his mouth on my neck. I tighten my legs around him, feeling him hard against me and stroke his hips, pressing him tighter into me.

      “Let’s skip dinner,” I say. “Please.”

      He kisses my mouth and his hips thrust against mine. “Let’s find a door that locks. I have many other questions I’d like to ask you.”

      We get up and suddenly the fact that we’re going to be traveling alone together hits me.

      “Is this a good idea?” I ask. “I mean, given what’s coming? Should we be doing this?”

      He runs his fingers through his hair and draws me close to him one more time. He kisses me, sweetly, slowly, thoroughly. He stops, pulling away from me ever so slightly, and says, “I want this. I want you. But if you are wondering whether this is a good idea, then it’s not.”

      I take a sharp step back.

      “Is it Marzana?” he asks.

      I shrug. “Some, maybe. But more that we have a lot ahead of us, and this is probably a distraction.”

      He frowns. “That’s not what I want. I don’t want a distraction.”

      Something about what he says doesn’t sound right. I’m not sure what it is, but something is wrong. I am tempted to push that knowledge away, but I don’t. Much as I want him, I know there’s a deeper problem between us that I can’t quite grasp.

      I shrug again. “Maybe that’s not exactly what I meant…” I trail off a little, looking out the window, at the moon. “I mean, you, this… It’s distracting. It would be easy to get lost in it and forget we have important things to pay attention to.”

      He lets out a frustrated noise. “You’re right. You are.”

      I run a hand down his arm. “I’m not saying I don’t want this, but I think we should wait and see what happens out there.”

      He smiles then, and takes my hand in his and chastely kisses my palm. “You’re right. I’m happy you’re awake, and that you’re feeling better.”

      He steps back from me and we both breathe easier now. He picks up his clothes and starts to dress.

      “I’ll see you at dinner?” he asks when he’s done.

      “Yes,” I say, though I have no intention of joining anyone for dinner.

      The relief in his aura tells me it was right to stop. It tells me more than all the pretty words and pleasurable moments. That relief is the reason I stopped things from going further; no matter what he says, he’s having trouble separating me from Marzana, and he’s relieved not to have to work at it.
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      Where then does the revolution live? If it is not in the crowded houses on Water Street, or in the crumbling shops in Shoemaker’s Quarter; if it is not in the Akademie Publika, now in ruins, or the burned out salons in Bohoeme; if it is not in the prisons or on Gallows Hill, then where might it live? It lives in our hearts, in our souls, in the hope for a new Loramir, free of Zhars and their ilk.

      —From The Heart of the Revolution, authored anonymously in Zoravo

      

      When he leaves, cool air from the hall fills the room and I dress quickly. Yoonai’s beautiful work with my hair has been ruined so I tuck the combs into my pocket. I head to the back door, through the kitchen, where I find Birdy putting food onto plates.

      They smile at me. “Would you like me to make a plate up for you, love?”

      “Yes, please. I want to go see Nyx.”

      Instead of a plate, Birdy picks up a lunch basket. When dinner is inside, they hand me two big red apples. “One for you, and one for sweet Nyx.”

      I thank Birdy and pull a stable jacket on, taking the box and putting the apples into my pockets. Out the back door, I trot quickly across the yard, into the stable. The air is freezing and snow crunches under my boots.

      The air in the stable is dry and warm. I say hello to the hysans and find Bayun with Nyx. Both look forlorn as can be.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, offering an apple to Nyx, who takes it.

      I don’t know if they come from Bayun or Nyx, perhaps both, but images of rendyr and steep mountain passes flood my mind.

      “Oh dear,” I murmur. We hadn’t discussed this part of the plan yet, but now I understand. We’re meeting the Leopardis on their annual migration back to their mountain settlements. Nyx may not be able to travel safely on the mountain trails. She’s worried she’ll be too large for the narrower paths, and we’ll have to leave her behind.

      Each year, both Valkun and Solaran Taigal bands travel south with their herds of giant rendyr, to pasture them in autumn fields to grow fat before winter. They trade their wares, and buy food for winter stores, before traveling north for the long winter and fruitful spring and summer.

      Only the rendyr and Taigal dogs can manage the mountain passes in the snow. “I’m sorry, darling,” I say, hugging her neck. She whickers softly and nuzzles my shoulder. I get pictures of us together again in the spring and nod. “Yes, when we travel south, we’ll be together again.”

      Bayun rubs against my leg, curling his tail around my knees as he passes. I sit on the floor, outside Nyx’s stall, and eat my dinner, feeding choice bits of unseasoned meat to Bayun. When he finally sleeps, I sit quietly, worrying.

      “I thought I might find you here,” says a soft voice—Malikai.

      “I didn’t want to eat with everyone.”

      “I told no one how I found you and the Valkun.”

      “I know you wouldn’t do that. I needed time to myself.”

      “I can leave,” they say and start to go.

      I pull their arm. “No, please don’t. Tell me what my journey will be like.”

      Malikai sits next to me, and this is the only time I’ve ever seen them sit on the ground, outside the loft.

      “You will travel with the Leopardis to their winter settlement, and they will take you to the Sisterhood. Fenric cannot go with you there, as he understands himself as a man.”

      “The Sisterhood only accepts women?” I ask, suspicious of a group that emphasizes binaries.

      “No. Like the Ravenni, they simply do not allow men inside. Anyone else is welcome.”

      “Would you be welcome?”

      “Yes, but I have never sought them.”

      “And yet you trust this Sisterhood?”

      “Not in the least, but they are powerful, and we need their help.”

      I take a sharp breath. “So they are dangerous?”

      “Extremely, and their interest in you is troubling. The Brotherhood and Sisterhood are both dangerous organizations, and their motivations are often obscured and unclear, even to me. You will need to be careful.”

      I nod and we sit quietly for a while, listening to the comforting noises of the stable animals eating and going about their business. Bayun rolls onto his back, between me and Malikai, and purrs in his sleep.

      “I do not want to pry into your personal business, Echo,” Malikai begins, and then hesitates. “But you should be careful with Fenric as well. The Brotherhood is an instrument of the Sisterhood, and we don’t know why they are interested in helping us yet.”

      “I should think the alliance is natural, given the Brotherhood’s reputation for interfering with the prisons and things like the cult Fenric’s family was a part of.”

      “No, there is more to their organization than doing good deeds. Your talents, combined with their interest in Marzana, are cause for concern.”

      I don’t know what they mean, and say so.

      “I worry they are interested in you for reasons none of us will like. Be careful making bargains with them, Echo. They’re not like any of the people you’ve met before.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “What kind of people are they?”

      “They’re not from here,” Malikai says vaguely.

      “Orn?”

      “This continent. Definitely not this world.”

      “Well, none of us are from here,” I retort. “Anyone who’s read a book knows that.”

      Malikai rolls their eyes. “Do not get cheeky with me. They’re from an elsewhere very different from the rest of us. You will see.”

      “You should talk.”

      “It is not the same, Echo. The realms of gods and humans nearly always intertwine, as well as the realms of other terrestrial creatures. Many of those you haven’t had an opportunity to meet yet. But they are People, all flowing with otham in ways that are similar. The Sisterhood operates very differently; they are not of the People.”

      I’ve never heard them talk this way, and I don’t know who the People are – or what they are, or what it would mean for a group not to be People.

      “It is easier felt than explained. When you meet them, you will understand. They are from another kind of world than the ones we traverse, and it is a dangerous one. I would not let you go if I didn’t think you could handle yourself, I am simply offering you caution. Caution against them, and caution against Fenric, as he is connected to them.”

      I look into Malikai’s aura and see their sincerity. They sling an arm around me and hug me. I hug back, grateful for the council.

      “I will meet you both in the spring, with Nyx, and we will ride south to Loramir and find the resistance.”

      “Where will you go in the meantime? What will you do?”

      “I must find a way to create a message you can carry south with you. The Sisterhood has methods for understanding you more deeply, but you will deal with normal humans in the south, and they will need more than your word to convince them to align with Miyala. While you deal with the Sisterhood, I will find a way for you to carry such a message.”

      “How? Magic?”

      “A little, perhaps, but more likely technology. There is a group of techno-mystics in Thyall I think we might trust. I will meet you in Port Thraice at Midsomar, and we shall travel south together for a time.”

      “How dangerous is all this, really? I notice no one wanted to say earlier.”

      “Very,” Malikai says simply.

      “Wonderful.”

      “Are you resentful everyone else will be safe at Lyonesse?”

      I think for a moment, searching for my true feelings. “Not that they’ll be safe, but that I won’t be. Finding the full prophecy is what’s most important, though. I only wish I could be there with them, instead of doing this. I know why it has to be me.”

      “It is important work, but it would be natural to be apprehensive.”

      “Yes… I am not apprehensive though. I am afraid. I’m afraid to go alone.”

      “You won’t be alone, Fenric will be with you. As well as Nyx and Bayun.”

      “But if we don’t trust the Sisterhood, can we really trust the Brotherhood? Can I trust Fenric?”

      Malikai leans against the wall of the stable, then shakes their head. My stomach turns. I wait for them to say more, but they don’t. There’s nothing else to say really. I wish not trusting Fenric could keep me from being so attracted to him, but it hasn’t stopped that yet. I have to try to think about something else.

      “Someone should spread rumors that I’m traveling through all three Midcountries in the springtime,” I say, thinking aloud.

      “The Warlord’s people will know where to look for you if we do that. It seems unwise.”

      “Someone will see me no matter what. There’s no way I can stay hidden the entire time we travel. If there are rumors, people will think they see me everywhere. It’ll be harder to pinpoint my actual location. All assassinations will be blamed on me, and it might even cause the Warlord to stop looking north, and even south, for the Vindicata. He’ll assume they’re with me in the Midcountries. If this resistance is canny enough, it might even help them find me, instead of me finding them.”

      Malikai nods thoughtfully. I don’t usually lead the strategizing, but I am good at my job and I’ve been running missions of my own for a year. Using rumor mills to suit our needs always works out well if we keep our heads clear.

      “You’ll need to spread some unsavory ones as well, to keep the Midlanders distracted as you travel,” I say, treading carefully. “You know the kind.”

      “Ah, the ones that say I’m a demon masquerading as a ‘man’ and that I drink human blood.”

      I nod. “It will scare the Midlanders silly.”

      Malikai rolls their eyes. I know they find such things distasteful, and so do I, but fighting the Midlanders’ bigotry never works. Stoking their fears, ridiculous as we find them, is nearly always successful. Malikai pats my knee once, a signal they agree with me.

      “I am glad you’re awake, dear one. What a scare you gave me. I thought you might wake up as her, and I could not stand it.”

      I am about to ask how well Malikai knows Marzana, when Yoonai bursts into the stable, fury emanating from her aura.

      “What is she doing out here? ON THE GROUND? Malikai!”

      Yoonai drags me to my feet, pushing my back towards the door. “Into the house, young lady. Now.”

      I grin at Malikai and wave as she drags me out of the stable. They smile back, but the anxiety coursing through their aura lets me know the road ahead will be hard for us both.
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      The ten realms are not the only inhabited places on Interra. However, the continent is the only place where we believe humans may survive. We have reached the solemn determination that other creatures living on Interra are not human and do not have human concerns, and should, therefore, be left strictly to their own devices.

      Travel to the Void Lands is not easy, nor is it safe. We do not recommend venturing beyond the known borders of the continent, nor past the established sailing routes at this time. Should the Intercontinental Guild of Explorers determine elsewise later, we shall publish a correction, and of course, a new edition of the Guide.

      — From Introduction to Interra, A Traveler's Guide, by Elviri Smalls

      

      I am slow in the morning now. Rather than waking and immediately springing to action, it takes me nearly an hour to get out of bed, bathe and dress. I lose track of time, gazing out the window, watching the snow sparkle on the roof. When Aryx lands on the roof, across the courtyard from my bedroom, I am distracted further.

      He is a creature beyond my wildest imagination. The draconae of Solara and Kazit especially are colorful, chimeric creatures, blends of reptilian, avian and mammalian traits, and he blows them all away. He is a combination of lyon and something reptilian at the same time; his fur and scales are a light, iridescent gold, the color of the Fanuban dunes, and his wings… Oh his wings are a marvel, even tucked into his flanks as they are now. They are a shimmering green that reminds me of the sea, tipped with metallic shades of gold, copper and silver. His tail, which is flicking happily at the end, is tipped in sharp barbs. I wonder if they are poisonous.

      Whatever Aryx is, he is more than any ordinary draconae, and one would be foolish to call them ordinary to begin with. His eyes are fiercely intelligent and he nods to me, beckoning.

      Come to the roof, comes a deep rumbling voice in my mind. I will tell you my tale.

      I nod vigorously, kiss both lynxcats, who are still asleep on the bed, and pile on cold weather clothes. I rush downstairs and out of the house, pausing only to take the warm biscuits Birdy hands to me as I pass through the kitchen, and a steaming mug of tea from June. They both smile at me warmly, as if to say, Go on, littling. Have fun outside.

      I grin at them both, shoving a biscuit in my mouth as I trot up the back stairs, to the roof. He is waiting for me there, and in this light he is more glorious than any small-god I’ve ever seen. I laugh with delight at the sight of him. “Aren’t you worried someone will see you?”

      No one will see me but you, I am in control of my glamour now.

      I am breathless with wonder. I’ve never met one of the larger small-gods. I’ve never met a creature like this before.

      Sit, he commands, the rooftop is warm and Yoonai will not be pleased with me if you catch cold.

      I do as he asks, chuckling at the fact that even this magnificent beast is afraid of Yoonai, and cross my legs so my feet will stay warm. I position myself so we can sit face to face. I want all my focus on him. I raise my eyebrows and there is that laugh again.

      You are quite impatient, littling.

      I gesture for him to continue.

      You knew the whole time that I was not as I seemed. It is a statement, not a question.

      “From the moment we let you out of the cage. Your glamour faltered. Did Miyala always know?”

      Yes, our connection allows her to see the truth of me, no matter how I present myself to the world.

      “And why is that?”

      What do you know of the Opynici, the Watchers?

      I know what the Watchers are, but no one has seen one in centuries. Tales be believed, the Watchers are the first of the draconae and demonae, who watch over the various regions of Interra. So long as humans’ causes are considered righteous and are to the benefit of Interra, the Watchers give them aid. Their wrath is legendary.

      “You’re a guardian? Which one?” I feel my eyes go wide in wonder.

      My Watch is the liminal space between the Black Sands, Fanuba and Kazit. Deep in the tawny dunes. Do you know it?

      I nod vigorously, “That’s Ravenni territory, near Urukhesh. But how were you captured?”

      Aryx’s eyes darken and his aura goes cold as ice. I am fascinated by the beauty of it. It is nothing like a human aura. It must be the deeper connection he has to the otham. I was not captured. I was poisoned and sold. The Ravenni are compromised.

      “One of them sold their Watcher? Who?”

      I do not know, but I will protect Miyala from them at any cost. We should not ally with them until we know. And we must know, for we will need the witches in the fight that’s coming.

      I sense we aren’t having a friendly conversation; a request is coming. “What do you need me to do?”

      When you meet the Sisterhood, I would like you to ask them to help you find out who betrayed me. They hate the Ravenni. You cannot trust them, but I think to strike a blow at the witches, they would reveal my betrayer.

      “Aren’t they witches themselves?”

      No, littling, for witches are of the People, though not always human. While the Sirinvila often take human shape, never be fooled into thinking they are like us. Enter no bargain with them. Make them no promises. Some will tell you they cannot lie, and perhaps that is true, but they can deceive by other means—and they do so any chance they get.

      Going north sounds less appealing all the time. I look down at my hands and unclench my fingers, stretching them one by one.

      Will you help?

      “Of course,” I whisper, “Of course. I will do what I can to find out.”

      Thank you.

      We fall into a companionable silence. My understanding of the worlds is cracking open and expanding faster than I can possibly keep up. I hope against hope that I understand enough to do my part in what’s to come.
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      This is the nature of time and your human heart, to dwell in uncertainty, thrown about by the waves. But I am the waves, my darling. I am the force behind the force.

      — From Letters From the Moon, by Saraya Jameelah, House of Parval

      

      The span of two weeks blurs together in a bustle of hurried recovery and preparation for my departure. Every day there are many cups of Bori and Yoonai’s specialized tisanes, tinctures, baths and rest, combined with progressively more vigorous exercise. I will not be at full strength for a while, but when it’s time to go, I’ll manage.

      My knives still throw true, and I am nearly able to escape all but Malikai’s most devious holds. Malikai forces Fenric to train with me, so he’ll know all the exercises Malikai expects me to do each day on the road to Port Thraice, where we’ll meet the Leopardis. Fenric stands careful distances away from me, making sure when we stretch that his hands touch me lightly and never for long.

      Malikai observes the distance between us and I note their approval. The coolness between Fenric and myself masks the desire that jolts through each of us whenever we touch, no matter how lightly.

      I wonder what it will be like when we are alone together on the road and in Port Thraice, where we’ll have to stay for at least a week if we make it there on schedule, waiting for the Leopardis and buying our supplies to travel to the far north.

      We’ve built in a good window of time, in case we’re waylaid by bad weather. It’s nearly a week of winter travel to the Port and we’ll most certainly be sharing a tent, if not a bedroll to stay warm on the road. We haven’t talked about it, but I find myself imagining our trip when I’m alone, my thoughts heated and unsettled.

      I spend time every day with everyone in my family individually, trying to soak up their love. I try to spend time with Arquessa, Raven and Birdy, as they’re family now too. I wish I had more time to spend with the people I used to think of as “the prisoners.” Now I know their names and familiar faces, and I’m learning their stories. I continue to wish I was traveling with them to make a new life at Lyonesse, but I say nothing of this to anyone.

      I try my best to stuff my feelings down, but I know I’m not fooling June or Miyala. The night before I leave, a big dinner is planned for everyone in the household. Mi draws me aside in the afternoon, when I’m on my way to the kitchen to help Birdy with preparations.

      “Let’s go talk,” she says. “You’re excused from kitchen duty.”

      I want to tell her no, but I can’t bring myself to say it, knowing I’m being petulant. I want to spend time with her, but the feeling that I’m going to be missing out on their homemaking adventure at Lyonesse won’t abate, and I don’t want to spend our last moments together being angry.

      “You’re upset about something,” she says when we reach the empty family room. “What is it?”

      I lie, “I’m not upset.”

      “Echo,” she scolds.

      I grumble as she snuggles next to me on the couch, pulling a blanket over our knees. “Fine, I am a little upset.”

      “What about?” she asks softly.

      “That you’ll all be happier without me.” My words surprise me. This isn’t what I’d thought I was unhappy about.

      “Oh, Echo. Can I tell you something terrible?”

      I feel sure she’s going to confirm my fears, but I nod anyway.

      “I am afraid you’ll be happier on your own, and you won’t want to come to Lyonesse after such a big adventure. I am afraid if we can’t return to Kilm, you won’t want to make a home with us.”

      My mouth falls open. “What have I ever said that would make you think such a thing?”

      “What has any of us ever said to make you think we’ll be happier without you?”

      I grimace. I can’t answer that, and she goes on. “It’s not what either of us actually thinks,” she says, touching her forehead. “It’s what we fear.” She touches her heart. “We didn’t spend the first few years of our lives with people who cherished us. It’s made us fearful of love.”

      I nod at this wise observation, though I had no idea she was afraid of love. She always seems so capable to me.

      She leans against me. “It feels better to tell you that, and hear you say it’s not true… I mean, that is what you were saying, right?”

      I put my arms around her. “Home is where you are, and Bori and June. I love Kilm, but you are my home. Whether it’s Lyonesse or the middle of the ocean, if you’re there, I will be there with you, just as soon as I can be.”

      “I wish you could come with us.”

      “Me too,” I say, sniffling. She hands me a hanky and pulls out another for herself.
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      Different as we may be, one of the great pleasures of our sisterhood is that once bonded, we can never truly be parted, despite the fact that not one of us is related by blood. No one else in our lives are so steady or so sure. Though lovers come and go, our sisters remain.

      — From the diary of Serena del Mar, novitiate of the Sisters of Elekt

      

      The next morning, I bathe quickly and braid my hair in a thick plait down my back. I dress as warmly as I can in soft leather riding breeches, a heavy sweater, and a short, shearling-lined wool jacket, with a fur-lined hood. We’ll buy warmer clothes in Port Thraice, but this will have to do for now.

      June is waiting casually outside my door and he loops his arm through mine, talking cheerfully as we go downstairs. We agreed last night that there would be no tearful goodbyes this morning and that everyone was to sleep in so Fenric and I could leave in peace. I knew June wouldn’t abide by this, but I am a little surprised to see Miyala saddling Nyx, with Bayun by her side. I’d wondered where he’d gone off to, but I never worry about him anymore. He arrives when he’s supposed to, without fail.

      “What are you up to?” I ask. “You’re not going to try to come along, are you?”

      She scrunches her nose at me and there are tears in her eyes. “Come on,” I plead. “We promised.”

      She hugs me, saying in my ear, “I love you, Echo. I am so glad you took the knife that day. It changed everything for me.”

      “It changed everything for me too.”

      There’s more I want to say. I want to tell her that she’s changed me. That I think she’ll make a marvelous queen. That I believe in her. It all sounds too much like goodbye forever though, and I can’t think that way. We’re both weeping, despite our promises, clinging to each other in the dim stable. She pulls back and pats my face with her hanky. She always has one, and I never do.

      “I stuffed a bunch in your pack, you silly thing,” she says, reading my mind and tucking a clean one into my jacket pocket. “Time will pass faster than you think, and we’ll be together again.”

      She hugs me again, tight, and I close my eyes, breathing all of her in. My heart begins to crack when I feel June’s arms go around us both and I open my eyes to find Bori hugging us all. I won’t start crying again, but my heart is breaking with missing them, and Baba too. I take a deep breath and they step back. The space between us already feels like miles. Fenric is waiting in the yard, talking with Malikai.

      I lead Nyx out and Bayun jumps into the saddle. Malikai hugs me and whispers, “I suppose only Yoonai followed the rules.”

      “I did no such thing, you old fool,” Yoonai says from behind Malikai. She hands me a flask. “For your trip. A little every morning first thing and again before bed and you’ll stay warm ‘til you get to Port Thraice.”

      I take a swig and it tastes of cinnamon buns and apple fritters, and I am comfortably warm, immediately. I kiss her and she places her hand on my heart, whispering, “Keep your eyes and heart open, chicklet. Things in the far north are rarely as they seem at first glance. Remember who we are, don’t let anything make you forget.”

      There’s an urgency to her words, and I nod, agreeing, though I don’t understand. Before I can change my mind and hug everyone again, I mount Nyx and urge her onto the road before I can think twice about leaving.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      If he turns thee away once, his modesty may be accredited. Should he turn thee away twice, know your love in danger. If he turns thee away thrice, now you must question his loyalty. A faithless man is no good helpmate.

      — From Man, Born to Be Woman’s Helpmate, by Saraya Yasmin, House of Parval

      

      Fenric and I ride in silence, listening carefully for sounds of pursuit until we get to the main road. Here the snow is packed down from use and Fenric urges his ovis, Buttercup, into a steady trot and Nyx follows suit. Bayun holds on tight and leans securely against me.

      I am happy to travel quickly and quietly this morning; I have nothing I want to talk about. The woods are quiet but for the sounds of birds and the breeze whispering through the pines. The day dawns gloomy and though it doesn’t snow I’m glad for Yoonai’s draught. The ache in my heart lessens a bit as Bayun purrs against my chest.

      With time to think about it now, I am troubled by Fenric, more than usual. He doesn’t seem to like anything I do. When he reads, I’ve noticed it’s only ever dry old philosophical tomes. Never adventure stories or poetry, unless he’s reading to the children. He doesn’t joke much, or seem to enjoy music. I can’t help but wonder what he does like. Bayun paws at my chest, asking to be let into my jacket, and my thoughts drift away from Fenric Hohlt and what he may or may not care for.

      When the sun begins to set, we search for a place to stop for the night. Fenric slows and eventually dismounts, and I do the same. We need to get well off the road if we want a fire. Eventually, we find a small clearing in a dense patch of forest. We should be well hidden here, so I let Bayun down to hunt for his dinner and leave Fenric to tend to the mounts and make camp while I relieve myself and get wood for a fire.

      When I return, Fenric has erected a little Valkun tent, which if the tales he’s told of his people are true, will be warm enough this evening. The mounts are unsaddled and eating with their blankets on, and Bayun is grooming his fur. I build the fire. When it's crackling, Fenric cooks a hearty stew. We sit before the fire and eat.

      “Which watch do you want to take?” I ask tentatively.

      “Bayun slept for most of the day, he can take first watch.”

      Bayun sends to me that he agrees. I nod to Fenric. The sun has set fully now, and Fenric says, “Then you go get ready for bed, I’ll break the fire down and be in soon.”

      I duck inside the tent, which thankfully has a floor, unlike some of the tents I’ve used in the past. Indeed, the thing is nearly airtight, but for the flap at the front, and it’s uncommonly warm inside. Both our bedrolls are laid out, but there’s hardly any room for them. I strip down to my base layer and climb into my bedroll quickly, taking a sip from Yoonai’s flask. I’m warm again instantly.

      I don’t know how tired I am until Fenric comes in and I realize I’ve been sleeping. I listen to him get ready for bed and climb into his own bedroll. When he’s inside it, we are touching.

      “Goodnight,” I whisper.

      “Are you cold?” he asks.

      “Only a little. Are you?”

      “No. Goodnight.”

      I listen until his breath falls into a regular and deep cadence and then sleep myself.

      The next day is painfully similar. As we ride, the Fanil begins to look the same no matter how far we go, the evergreen trees still, with nothing of their usual whispers. Fenric and I barely speak, except to indicate that one of us thinks it’s time to stop.

      He seems to have nothing to say to me, and it’s beginning to infuriate me. I have many things I’d like to chat about with him, but every time I start a conversation, he ends it quickly. I doze in the saddle more often than I should, and I’m nettled at the slightest inconvenience. We find another clearing to camp in, and it seems this night will be much like the last.

      However, when I get ready for bed, I find I’ve dropped Yoonai’s flask somewhere, probably while I was foolishly dozing in my saddle. My heart sinks, because I’ve been getting colder all day, as the draught wore off. Today was clearer and without the clouds to insulate the land, also colder. I am shivering when I get into my bedroll.

      When Fenric climbs into his bedroll, his breath catches audibly. “Is it your teeth making that noise?”

      I don’t respond. He sits up and an arm reaches toward me in the dark and he feels my cheek. “You’re chilled to the bone. What happened to Yoonai’s draught?”

      “I… must… have… dropped... it…” I say, through my chattering teeth. “Why... aren’t… you... cold?” I demand.

      He laughs and climbs out of his covers. “I’m Valkun, my blood is thicker than yours. Get up.”

      I do as he says and he spreads his bedroll on the ground and unties mine, shaking it out like a blanket. “Take your base layer off,” he says.

      “No!” I protest.

      “Do it, or you won’t be able to absorb my body heat.” He’s stripping down himself. I hesitate, but I’m shaking hard enough to do as he says.

      We get under my bedroll and he ties the ends together with his to make a bigger sack for the two of us and then pulls me to him, rubbing my back and arms, and twining his legs with mine. I start to warm up.

      When I stop shivering, I find I’m beginning to warm, and so is he. He swallows hard and his heart begins to beat a bit faster against mine.

      “That’s better,” he says softly.

      “Yes,” I agree and lift my face to his. Our mouths meet, and I am wonderfully warm now, as he pulls my hair and kisses my neck. We’re both panting with desire and he is murmuring in my ear how much he wants me. I moan yes and begin to straddle him, but he stops me.

      “I’m sorry, Echo. I want this, I want you, I do… But we said we’d give this time. We’ve only been on the road for two days.”

      I sigh deeply. He’s right. With a growl, I turn over and press my back against his chest. He wraps his arms around me securely and he falls asleep quickly. My body is still thrumming with desire and unquenched heat. But I am warm, and I suppose in the end, that is all that matters. I do fall asleep, but wake frequently. Eventually, it must be morning, because I wake to the absence of his warm body.

      We go on like this for two more days. And though we sleep in the same bedroll each night, he doesn’t reach for me that way again. I feel I’m losing my good sense with desire each night and wake exhausted each morning. The pace he sets strains the threshold of what our mounts can safely manage, but there is a silent agreement between us that we must reach Port Thraice and end this torture.

      Finally, on the fifth day, we reach Port Thraice, two full days earlier than we’d planned. We are silent on our ride into the city, alert for danger in the narrow cobbled streets. Unlike Kilm, where people of many trades reside, Port Thraice is a pirate city. Here, everyone is a criminal, or directly connected to criminal enterprise.

      Eyes watch us as we make our way, and I realize I hadn’t noticed how good it was to not be watched on the road here. Now, we are followed relentlessly. Fenric and I both are tense and ready for a fight.

      As we ride deeper into the city, down the narrow switchback streets towards our inn, the Mourning Light, I grow more and more uneasy. Everyone out is armed to the teeth, exuding various levels of aggression and violence in their auras. I cannot help but glance behind us, feeling the invisible eyes boring into my back.

      “Stop looking back,” Fenric whispers, his voice hoarse with tension.

      “I can’t help it,” I murmur. “There’s more of them than before.”

      “Gods all damn us,” he adds, looking back himself.

      As we near the Mourning Light, I get a better look at the city, though as always I wish I hadn’t. Port Thraice is not located on a generous bay, but rather spans two sides of a deep, narrow crevice in the land. Only the keenest vessels can traverse the rocky waters that divide the east and west sides of the city to dock. This is how the pirates make certain that no one but their own can enter the city by ship, as the gate to the Straits is viciously guarded.

      Those ships that attempt to enter without permission are destroyed. The city itself is miserable, its inhabitants more vicious than those in Kilm, and with none of the refined social games of strategy and hospitality. I hate coming here, though it is difficult not to admire the tenacity of its people and the persistence with which they build and rebuild their crumbling homes into the rocky cliff faces.

      Buildings are often made from stone here, with steep thatched roofs. Just as often though, they are built from the wreckage of destroyed ships, so the cliffs are a ramshackle combination of buildings that look like an entire shipyard crashed into the cliff faces. The sides of the city are connected by a series of unstable bridges, and the streets are winding and narrow, smelling of piss and blood.

      The weather here is mostly dark, gloomy, and perpetually damp. Though the streets are lit with lamps, there’s little charm in them. They’re crowded with pirates and privateers. The brothels here are nothing like the stylish salons the Demimonde own in Kilm. They are raucous and gaudy, and I admit to being a bit snobbish about them.

      The taverns aren’t much better, and just try to find a place to buy fashionable clothing here. There’s nowhere to buy anything beautiful. But there are plenty of places to buy weaponry and gear to travel further north, and of course, the Leopardis pass right by here on their way back to Taigal territory.

      The Mourning Light is a haven, though. More Kilm than Thraice, it’s a little piece of the Starfire in the middle of all this misery. Its proprietress is Paulo’s cousin, who is our eyes and ears in Port Thraice. Portia Rodrigal is a good woman, and I look forward to seeing her. When we ride into the Mourning Light’s courtyard, she is waiting for us, a bright ray of sunlight in this hellsmouth of a city.

      She looks like Paulo even more than I remember, and her hostlers croon at the sight of Nyx. A rosy-cheeked, round girl with fair skin takes my saddlebags and smiles at me. It takes me a moment to recognize her as Katerina, one of Portia’s adopted children. She’s grown so much since the last time I saw her. I wonder if I seem different to her as well.

      “I’ll take these to your room, Echo,” she says politely, as though we’re not practically family.

      I give her a friendly smile and a blush blooms on her cheeks. “Thank you, Katerina.”

      “Would you want a bath?” she asks.

      “Very much,” I reply and she walks off at a brisk pace.

      “She’s grown up a lot,” I say as Portia wraps me in her arms and kisses both my cheeks.

      “That she has! And so have you. I think it’s been nearly two years since you’ve been here. You’re a woman grown, my love,” Portia says, pushing hair out of my face and giving me a hard look, searching my face for something.

      She couldn’t come to Paulo’s funeral, as having this place to run is a full time business. Though she does well, she couldn’t afford to shut down for nearly two weeks to travel. She’d sent us a lovely letter, full of memories of Paulo, and all of us.

      I introduce her to Fenric, and a young man I recognize as Katerina’s brother, Gustav, takes his bags. They head inside together and Portia lets out a low whistle.

      “That one is trouble on top of trouble,” she remarks, watching Fenric go. I can only nod in response. “Why did no one tell me you were coming, love? I only realized that two rooms were booked under Paulo’s aliases this morning.”

      I take a deep breath and look at her out of the corner of my eye, I don’t want to lie to her, but it’s better she knows nothing. I’ve been trying to work out what to say all day. “Would you accept that we’re on a very dangerous, very secret job?”

      She purses her lips disapprovingly, but nods. Then she hugs me again, tight and says, “You stink, my darling.”

      I kiss her cheek and go into the inn, through the back door. Katerina is waiting and leads me up the backstairs to one of the two nicest and more private rooms in the inn. We don’t have to hide while we’re here. So long as no one we know is lodging here, we should be fine. Katerina hands me the guestbook, as is our custom, and I scan it for names and aliases I know. No one.

      “None of your lot is here,” she confirms. “There’s a crew of merchants from Thyall and a few others that are new to town, and an explorer or two, but they’re not interested in the likes of you.”

      I nod. Katerina has been working with us for nearly her whole life and is as deep into our family’s business as Portia, who spied for Paulo and June for years, before settling here. If she doesn’t think any of the guests pose a problem, I am satisfied. I notice she blushes a little when she mentions the explorers and I wonder if she fancies one of them.

      “Explorers, eh?” I ask with a knowing grin. This far north, there’s always adventuresome folk who travel past the Intercontinental Guild of Explorer’s recommendations for safe travel. They bring back stories of fantastic sights and beasts from the Void Lands, as well as plants and stones no one has ever seen here. That is, when they return at all. Very few actually come home.

      She flushes again and says, “Aye, and one of them is rather dreamy, but not really my type. Explorers aren’t, that is…”

      She tries to look serious, but dissolves into giggles when I wag my eyebrows at her. I join her, and it feels a little like being with Mi, Raven and Quess. I miss them deeply right now, but Katerina and I have always had a nice friendship.

      My room at the top of the inn is quiet, with steeply peaked ceilings and textured plaster walls. The bed is piled high with crisp cornflower-blue bedding, and the walls are painted bright white. Everything in the room is serene. I love staying here, despite the fact that I hate Port Thraice.

      Bayun comes in right before Katerina closes the door, licking his chops. “Oh, puss!” Katerina croons. “Did you visit Cookie? She loves kitties.”

      He rubs her legs and asks to be picked up. “You’re a proper lyon, aren’t you?” she says when he’s in her arms and purring. I roll my eyes, he is such a little prince.

      “I filled your bath,” Katerina says. “Though I didn’t know what kinds of salts or oils you’d prefer, so I left room for you to add them and more hot water.”

      I nod in gratitude, and she smiles at me, and then Bayun. “Does he need anything?” she asks. I look at him and he purrs happily.

      “No, I think he’s fine. He comes and goes as he pleases. Is there a bowl somewhere I can use for his water?”

      “I’ll set one outside the door for you to get after you bathe,” she says. Then she sets my silly lynxcat down on the bed, where he flops onto his side and stretches out.

      “Well, aren't you the handsomest fellow?” she sings to him, rubbing his belly, which he allows with grace. “I’ll leave you to it,” she says, with one last scratch for Bayun’s chin.

      When she shuts the door behind her, I dunk one of Yoonai’s bath teas into the water and sink into the fragrant steam. I soak until the water cools and I feel clean again. When I’m done bathing, I rinse with a big pitcher of warm water Katerina’s left for me. The inn is plumbed, but it will take ages to get more hot water up after such a big bath.

      I wrap myself in warm towels and crawl into bed. It’s only three in the afternoon but I want a nap. I nearly forget about Bayun’s bowl until he mews plaintively. I stumble out of bed and open the door to find Fenric standing outside. He’s going into his own room, which is across the hall, and he takes a long look at me in my towel.

      “I’m going to take a nap until it’s dinner time,” I say hastily.

      “Me too.” There’s a wariness on his face that hurts to look at.

      I grab Bayun’s bowl and close the door and bolt it shut against any bad decisions I may be about to make.
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      Something died in us. Some loves die hard, breathless deaths and then go dormant, nevermore to wake. This is the nature of love.

      — From Letters to My Husband, Saraya Elaheh, House of Parval

      

      Soft music drifts up from the public room and wakes me. Bayun chirps sleepily and cuddles closer. I am grateful as can be that he is here, and I am not alone. When I get up, he stretches out into my warm spot. I am refreshed and hungry.

      In the wardrobe, I find clothes that will fit me, in several different styles. Another benefit of staying here is that Portia has my size and had clothes brought up for me. I certainly didn’t bring anything this nice.

      Portia’s public room isn’t formal, but I’d like to look presentable. I look through the dresses, but none will suit my purposes tonight. I decide on a beautiful tunic-length sweater and a pair of thick wool leggings. The sweater is black and finely knit, meant to expose one of the wearer’s shoulders.

      Tall black boots give me plenty of places to tuck weapons. The Mourning Light is safe enough, but Port Thraice is different than Kilm. Pirates are unpredictable, and I won’t go anywhere here unarmed.

      Bayun is still asleep and when I wake him, he communicates that he plans to sleep through the night if I will bring him some dinner later. I knock on Fenric’s door several times, but he doesn’t answer. When I arrive in the common room, I see why.

      Bitterness seeps into my chest as I watch him. He’s playing cards with some Thyallan merchants, and there’s a pretty blonde courtesan I recognize from other trips sitting in his lap, and he looks pleased by the way she’s caressing his ear with her fingertips, another of her hands traveling into his lap surreptitiously. A glint of silver on the wrist I can see indicates her membership in one of the Houses of Auletrides, the sector of the Demimonde most focused on carnal pleasures.

      They have dinner in front of them already, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to go over there and join them. I don’t care if he buys a bedfellow, but why he’d want to when I’m here hurts more than I’d like to admit. I look around the dining room for a spot to sit out of the way.

      There are tables tucked into several curtained alcoves in the back, where folks often go when they want privacy. If I’d wanted privacy, I wouldn’t have gotten so pretty, but I don’t want to sit at any of the tables out in the main room where he’ll see the sour look I know is plastered on my face.

      There are books and games on shelves near the bar and I choose a book of short stories and find a table, tucked into a little alcove out of the way. When a server has come and gone with my order and a cup of tea I settle in to read, trying to wipe the memory of Fenric and the auletris from my mind.

      I flip the book open to a story about a creature known as a vampire, on another world, in a place known as the Carpathian Mountains. I am engrossed in the story when a murmur of voices distracts me. Someone has taken the alcove next to me, and they are speaking with a buxom redhead who wears the gold bracelet of the House of Hetaira.

      I cannot see the speaker, or hear them clearly, but it’s obvious they’ve caught the hetaira’s attention, as she is saying, “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, traveler, but I don’t work with women in that capacity. If you’d like, I have a colleague here somewhere who does, I could find her for you.”

      The woman in question leans forward, and I cannot help but look at her. She stretches her long, muscular legs out in front of her, shaking her head. Her wavy brown hair is cropped short, sweeping roguishly off her face. What a face it is, with high cheekbones, sparkling brown eyes, and full lips that look as though they delight in laughter.

      My breath catches in my throat as she slides out of the alcove, stands and murmurs something to the hetaira, who laughs sweetly, shaking her head and fluttering long lashes. The hetaira is a marvel to watch as well. She seems to be rejecting the brunette, but in such a way that the other woman will feel desired, rather than snubbed.

      I don’t know how she’s doing it, but I am fascinated. The members of the single House of Hetaira have always fascinated me. They are the closest thing Orn has to aristos, wealthy, cultured experts of all that’s pleasurable, and they are excellent diplomats.

      Paulo argued that I should be sent to train with them for a year, to learn better manners, but they’d refused the request. Watching the hetaira work makes me wish they hadn’t. I wish I had her abilities. I hear her purr, “If you change your mind, I’ll send her over.”

      The hetaira leaves, giving me a full look at the woman she’s left behind. She’s dressed impeccably in closely cut charcoal-colored leather breeches, made from the supplest suede, with tall black walking boots. A soft grey sleeveless top reveals her muscular arms. She moves with a fighter’s grace and when she turns back to her alcove after watching the hetaira go, her eyes catch mine.

      I flush with embarrassment, but I don’t look away. Her aura is full of amusement, pleasure and intelligence. She grins, straight white teeth flashing at me in a dazzling smile. If I were standing, my knees would not be trustworthy, of that much I’m sure.

      “Well, what about you? Do you ‘work’ with women?” she asks cheekily, obviously knowing full well I’ve been eavesdropping on their conversation. Her voice is smooth and sonorous.

      “I’m not a member of one of the Houses of Demimonde,” I respond with equal cheek.

      She closes the space between our tables, leaning against my alcove, the picture of confidence. I see no weapons on her, but this is a woman who knows who she is, what she wants, and how to handle herself; of that much I am quite sure. Everything in her countenance speaks of self-assurance.

      “I didn’t assume you were, but the question stands,” she retorts, vivacious flirtation glittering in her eyes. Her aura sings with the kind of self-possession that’s heady to take in. This woman is a force to be reckoned with.

      I may not have trained with the Hetaira, but I try a note of seduction anyway. “You’ll have to sit down and eat with me if you want to find out.”

      Inwardly I cringe, worried I’ve sounded foolish. Miraculously, she seems charmed by my attempt. “Thank you, I will.”

      She slides into the booth with me. She sits a respectful distance away but spreads her arms across the back of the seat and one of her fingers brushes my bare shoulder. I suspect it’s not an accident.

      “You’re Echo,” she says and I startle. “We weren’t meant to meet until tomorrow.”

      “And who are you?” I ask, no trace of flirtation left in my voice.

      “Relax,” she says. “I’m meeting up with the Leopardis too. My mother is among them.”

      “Prove it,” I snap back, challenging her. I won’t be caught off guard.

      I narrow my eyes at her, and she turns her arm to reveal a tattoo I recognize as the Leopardis sigil. Yoonai has one as well, and they are only given to members who often travel away from the band. It signifies that they’re allowed to represent the band on official business. I look at it carefully. It appears to be real, but it worries me all the same. Why wasn’t I told that she was coming?

      She rolls her eyes playfully. “I’m only half Taigal, my father is Relequan.”

      I shake my head. “I wasn’t questioning your heritage.”

      She shrugs. “Mother sent word for me to meet you, and to take care of helping you buy what you’ll need for the trip north. Here’s the letter of introduction from our headwoman, Varikai.”

      She pulls a piece of paper out of her pocket and tosses it to me. I scan it. It’s genuine, and says rather too much about our mission, in my opinion.

      “You should burn this,” I say, a bit curtly, handing it back to her. But her eyes are soft and concerned now. Nothing in her aura indicates that she’s being anything other than open with me. Still. “No one told me you were coming.” My voice is too sharp for my liking. I try to calm myself.

      “I wasn’t going to be here, but my ship came early. I sail half the year. We would have met in another week or so, on the trail. I go home in the winter, with the dyr.”

      My heart starts to beat more evenly, and now that I’m calmer, I see her aura is clear. Without the mask of flirtation, she’s easier to read. I find her extremely attractive, with long thick lashes, beautiful bone structure and an enviable grasp on a masculine style that is both elegant and roguish at the same time.

      She gives off the air of a devilish, pirate prince and part of me very nearly swoons. She also smells incredible, like fresh moss and vetiver. She notices me looking at her and smiles wickedly again.

      I frown at her, and ask, “What is your name, you flirt?”

      “I’m the flirt, am I? With you over there batting those lashes at me and looking like the kind of dessert a girl wouldn’t turn down, even if she’d just eaten a ten course meal?”

      My belly feels hot and I know I blush. “Oh, you’re too pretty when you blush. Stop it now,” she says, feigning pain. But she swallows hard and her lips part.

      “Your damn name,” I laugh breathlessly. “What is it?”

      “Morgaine.”

      “Morgaine,” I repeat, and she closes her eyes and leans her head back.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Listening to you say my name,” she moans softly. “Say it again.”

      I slap her shoulder and she takes my hand in hers. She’s quite a bit taller than me and her hand is rough and calloused, like mine. She’s a fighter too.

      “Please don’t take this the wrong way, l’Echo Morbida, but I did not expect ‘Death’s Echo’ to be so damn alluring.” She kisses the back of my hand quickly, and chastely as an Iorman courtier, then lets go.

      A flurry of feeling flutters through me. I have no preference among genders, but Morgaine is exactly my type of person. Warm, flirtatious, and sensual as can be, while still being a bit silly. I love to laugh, and anyone who isn’t confident enough to act silly isn’t someone I can see myself with longer than a tumble or two. If she’s smart too, I will probably lose my good sense. I worry I cannot travel with both her and Fenric and not lose it.

      The server brings dinner out and they’ve noticed we’ve joined tables, because they have meals for both of us. We eat and Morgaine chats easily about the weather, which ships are in harbor, and pirate gossip, which I am fascinated by.

      “So you’re an explorer?”

      She grins. “I’m a little bit of everything, but mostly I’m a dyr racer.”

      Now my eyebrows raise high and a grin covers my face. I know from Yoonai’s stories that rendyr races are some of the biggest winter amusements for Taigal bands, and the racers have a special place in Leopardis society.

      “Tell me all about that,” I say, resting my chin on my hand. I blink slowly at her and she looks dazed.

      She is earnest, not flirtatious, when she says, “I’m sorry, I got lost in your eyes, what did you say?”

      I smile at her again and she shivers. “Echo, if you look at me like that for even one second longer, I’m going to kiss you.”

      I don’t waver in the slightest. She leans in, and just as we’re about to kiss, Fenric and the blonde stumble through the room. They’re both drunk and noisy and Morgaine and I turn to watch them. I don’t know if he sees me, but I see him, or rather them as they tug at one another’s clothing. They fall into an alcove, in full view of our table. The blonde has her skirts up and is straddling him within seconds.

      My expression must be terrible, because Morgaine says, “Let’s get out of here. Do you have a coat?”

      I nod and she says, “Go grab it and meet me by the back door in the kitchen, alright?”

      She pulls me out of the booth, and away from the scene, but not before Fenric begs the blonde to come upstairs with him. I am gutted and I run up the back stairs. Morgaine follows me, but I barely know she’s there until I feel her take my key from my shaking hands.

      She unlocks my door and walks in after me, closing it behind her. “He’s your man?” she asks simply. There’s no judgment in her voice.

      “No, we’re just traveling together.”

      “But there’s something between you?”

      I shrug. “I thought there might be, but… That.”

      “You were going to let me kiss you though?”

      She doesn’t look mad or hurt, just curious. “I saw him with her earlier,” I say, “and you… I got a little carried away.”

      She steps towards me, brushing a strand of hair off my face. “Me too.” Her voice is husky and I feel the heat off her body as she leans in towards me. “And I am going to kiss you Echo, but not until you are fully over that fool downstairs. When you are, I am going to kiss you so well you won’t remember your own name.”

      If someone less confident, less assured in their body and self said that, it would sound ridiculous, but the shiver that runs through me tells me she can make good on that promise. I want to tell her I’m over him now, but it’s not true.

      “So we’ll be friends ‘til then?”

      She laughs softly and it sends chills through me. “Echo, we can’t really be friends, can we?”

      I smile a little, knowing just what she means. I am not having friendly feelings towards her, that is certain from the rapid beat of my heart. She brushes another strand of hair from my face and her lips part in a sultry smile as her fingers drag down my arm. “But I’ll enjoy getting to know you, all the same.”

      My blood heats as she moves closer. We’re hardly touching, but the scent of her body and the brush of her fingertips on my hand are enough to stoke a bittersweet, dull ache in my belly that travels lower as her fingers trail to my palm.

      I step closer and take her hand in mine. Her other hand goes around my waist and presses into the small of my back. I look up into her deep brown eyes. I wish I’d never met Fenric.

      “All right then.” She laughs heartily, taking an exaggerated step backwards. “I am going to stay a pace away from you, and…” She looks behind me. “Do you know there’s a wicked looking demonae in your bed, glaring at us?”

      I turn to find Bayun, sitting up, with all his fur rumpled, looking grumpy.

      “Your dinner!” I cry. “I forgot. I’m sorry. I’ll go down and get you some.”

      “This little lyon belongs to you?” Morgaine asks.

      “We belong to each other,” I say.

      “A small-god?” she murmurs faintly and I nod. She kneels in front of him. “Hello sir, would you like to visit the Cirque D’Etoiles with us?” Bayun gazes at her approvingly and purrs.

      “What’s his name?” she asks, but before I can answer she murmurs, “Bayun, that's lovely.”

      He’s never talked to anyone else I know before, and I’m impressed.

      “I am Morgaine.” She extends a hand to him, which he licks imperiously and then rubs with his head.

      “I believe he approves of you.”

      “I love lynxcats,” Morgaine says, with a smile. “Get your jacket and gloves and we’ll visit the Chimani cirque, I think you’ll love it. There’s several fish vendors and the lyon can have his meal there.”

      I bundle up to show I’m ready.

      “My coat is by the back door,” Morgaine says, as she locks the door for me, handing me my key, which I slip into my coin purse, and put back in my pocket. My knives are well hidden but accessible, and I’m warm as we go to retrieve Morgaine’s jacket, Bayun following us closely.

      I see a bowl of apples in the kitchen and nick two. “Would you mind if we stop by the stables on our way out?”

      Morgaine grins and follows me. I find Nyx easily and see she’s been very well taken care of. I feed her one of the apples and hand the other to Morgaine. “This is Nyx.” I say, shyly. “She’s staying here when we go north, of course.”

      “Oh, you beautiful girl,” Morgaine purrs. Nyx whickers happily at the compliment and nuzzles my neck before taking the apple from Morgaine.

      “What a shame you have to leave her.”

      I kiss Nyx’s nose and tell her goodnight before we go out into the courtyard. “I am going to find you the very best dyr,” Morgaine says. “One that will take good care of you. It won’t replace your Nyx, but will be a balm for your heart while you miss her.”

      I am touched by this declaration. When Morgaine talks about the herd, she is earnest. There’s no swagger about her. She’s one of the loveliest people I’ve ever met. We chat and flirt by turns as we walk along, and though it is dark, there are still plenty of people about their business.

      We wind through narrow streets and cross a rickety stone bridge that spans the Straits. I pause in the middle to listen to the water below. I can’t see it of course, but the sound of the sea echoes against the cliffside.

      “Best not to stop,” Morgaine cautions and takes my hand, leading me across.

      A handful of stones come loose from the bridge, dropping into the sea far below as we step onto the other side and Morgaine laughs. “We’ll take one of the newer bridges back, I think.”

      I smile at her, but shiver inwardly.

      Soon I smell delicious food being cooked, and we enter a square lit brightly with festive paper lanterns and floating aetherlamps. The Cirque D’Etoiles is one of the most enchanting sights I’ve ever seen, and I’ve lived in Kilm nearly my whole life. My mouth falls open as I take it all in. There are musicians, and dancers, food sellers, and tented stall after stall of beautiful goods for sale.

      “What are the Chimani doing here?” I breathe in delight, clasping my hands together at the dazzling sight before me.

      “They come every year, right about this time, and wait for my people. They exchange goods and then go their separate ways.”

      “Is there an aerial show?” I ask eagerly.

      She grins. “I don’t know, we’ll have to explore. Tonight I thought we might do a little shopping. I was going to bring you tomorrow, but they’ll deliver anything we buy, and we might as well start tonight. This is the best place to get your cold weather gear.”

      We shop for a longer coat for me, and pants that will fit over leggings to keep out the snow. I buy a fur hat at Morgaine’s recommendation and fur-lined gloves. In another stall, Morgaine helps me pick out a few more sets of base layers, telling me I’ll need to change them every day, especially if I sweat in them, while we travel to the winter settlement.

      I don’t say anything to Morgaine, not wanting to ruin the magic of the market, but someone is following us. I sigh deeply as I watch Morgaine haggle with the Chimani seller over silk scarves that are worn as headwraps under fur caps. I wish to all saints that I could have just one night of peace. Still, whoever they are, they remain out of sight. I turn my attention back to Morgaine.

      “You have good taste,” the Chimani merchant remarks to Morgaine, as she tallies up our total. “Take her to Amalia before you leave the market and buy her something that sparkles.”

      There is a playful glimmer in the seller’s eye that tells me she thinks we’re lovers. What trouble have I gotten myself into? Bayun reappears, after running off to peruse the fishmongers, and the merchant fawns over him.

      When she is done paying homage to Bayun, the merchant says, “I will deliver your items to the Mourning Light tomorrow.”

      “Thank you,” I say, bowing my head again.

      We leave to visit the fishmonger Bayun insists upon, and Morgaine agrees this particular one has the best the cirque has to offer. When he’s chosen a rather juicy looking fish and charms the fishmonger so much he asks if he’d like to stay and eat, I laugh. The besotted fishmonger is slicing the fish open when we walk off.

      “Are you hungry?” Morgaine asks, despite the fact that we ate only an hour ago. “I’m starving.”

      I shrug. “I could have a snack.”

      Morgaine beckons me towards a stand where a man is wrapping spun sugar into colorful clouds around paper cones. “Have you tried this?”

      I shake my head and Morgaine buys two. We sit on a bench and eat them, and they taste like the finest caramels.

      Morgaine finishes hers and sits back to watch me navigate the sticky nest mine has turned into. Her eyes are lit with desire. “I don’t know how I’m going to keep breathing, waiting for you.”

      I sweep a piece of the sugary mess into my mouth and lick my fingers.

      “You are killing me,” she says, her voice strained. “Really, you are.”

      I suck another finger, purposefully, and scrunch my nose at her.

      “You’re a wicked girl, gorgeous. Absolutely wicked.” She leans back, stretching her long legs out. They are well-muscled and I’m having a rather involved fantasy about them when she sighs. I notice her arm is draped on the bench behind me and I lean back, not quite in the crook of her arm.

      She gives me a sidelong glance. “Wicked.”

      But she scoots an inch closer to me and I feel the heat off her body and her fingers graze the back of my hair lazily. I shiver with enough pleasure that I can almost forget we’re being followed. When I finish my treat, she hands me a napkin and I wipe off my fingers and lips.

      Bayun trots up and I yawn.

      “You’re tired,” she says. “We’ll come back tomorrow.”

      Bayun yawns too.

      “Let’s get you two to sleep,” she says, and I notice she doesn’t say “to bed.”

      As we leave the market, Morgaine links my arm in hers and gazes at me, smiling seductively. My stomach flutters with excitement, heat gathering at my core. Her arm goes around my waist and she pulls me into a dark alley.

      Her mouth grazes my neck and she breathes into my ear, “We’re being followed. Are you armed?”

      My desire cools, but doesn’t quite abate. Her mouth and hands are moving convincingly enough for anyone watching. A ruse, I know, but my body responds all the same.

      “Yes,” I moan, a little louder than necessary as her tongue grazes my earlobe.

      I push her deeper into the shadows, where both of us arm ourselves quickly.

      “They’re coming,” she whispers so quietly I hardly hear her.

      I moan again, arching my back in such a way that disguises the way Morgaine has tensed into a defensive crouch behind me.

      “On three,” she murmurs and I nod. “One, two…”

      “Three,” I say in unison with her.

      I push off from the wall, using the force to spin deftly into a crouch, while Morgaine springs out ahead of me. There are eight of them waiting.

      She fights with grace, knives flashing in her hands. I will not need to cover her. She is as skilled as Bori, moving with nearly preternatural speed. I launch myself into the fray. This group isn’t gauging our skill—they fight to kill.

      One of them is armed with a crossbow and shoots a bolt at me as I emerge from the shadows. I duck out of its way, loosing one knife into the attacker’s throat. They fall, as another comes at me, swinging a short-sword. I block with one knife, as they try to strongarm me into submission.

      Drawing a second knife, I slice into my attacker’s throat. As they go down, I see that Morgaine has handled two of her own. Four left. They split into pairs. One swings at me wildly, clearly afraid now that Morgaine and I have dispatched half of them so quickly.

      I kick them in the gut and they fall against a building, as the other swings at me with a battle axe. The thing looks too heavy for them, and I stab them in the leg as they struggle to swing it, then lunge back to the other, who is recovered from my kick, but still seems afraid.

      They hesitate in fear, and I use that moment to release a knife into their gut, shifting my weight quickly back towards the one with my knife stuck in their leg. I pull it from their leg and dig it deep into their neck, slashing as hard as I can. They crumble as Morgaine kills one of her remaining attackers.

      The last of them springs toward her as the last of my knives goes through their throat. I am out of knives, and we walk with luck, we’re out of attackers. Bayun sits behind Morgaine, licking blood off his paws.

      “He helped me,” she says, staring at him with wonder in her eyes. “One of them almost had me in a hold, but he went for their eyes.”

      I smile wanly at her, then get to work pulling my knives from our dead and dying attackers, cleaning them as I retrieve. As I pull the knife from the last one’s gut, I ask “Who sent you?”

      They are masked, as the other attackers have been, and I pull the mask down. They aren’t anyone I recognize. Morgaine searches the others, leaving their coin strewn on the street.

      “Et abominamenta ab fidebus sunt,” they say as their mouth froths with a sweet, rotting stench. I turn and the others are the same, all of their bodies in different states of emulsification before us.

      “Disgusting,” Morgaine remarks as she steps back from them.

      I nod, wondering if this is what happened to Bartholomew.

      “They are abominations of faith? Is that what he said?” she asks.

      I shrug. “I don’t know. Have you heard it before?”

      She nods. “Yes, have you heard of the True God?”

      Bayun interrupts us, yowling a warning. I hear footsteps in the distance. I’d rather not find out whether it’s more attackers, or simply curious onlookers.

      “We should go,” I say.

      Morgaine nods as I stow the last of my now-clean knives, and we melt into the shadows. We make our way stealthily back to the inn. When we are safe inside, Bayun abandons us, trotting off towards the kitchen. Morgaine follows me to the door of my room. Fenric and the blonde are making so much noise, the hallway is unbearable.

      “Can I come inside?” she asks.

      I step aside to let her in. When the door is closed behind us and the lamps are lit, I raise my eyebrows. “If I look half as bad as you, I’m a mess.”

      She laughs. “It would be impossible for you to be less lovely than you are, but I agree that bloodstained may not be your best look.”

      I run cold water into the basin in the bathroom, and we both shed our outerwear to begin washing the blood off our skin.

      “You were saying something about the True God, before,” I say, as I wash my hands.

      “Yes, those words translate to something about ‘abominations of faith’ -- it’s like their motto.”

      “You’ve met them before?”

      She nods. “They’ve been cropping up all over the continent, and they’re a nasty group. But I don’t think I’ve seen them so violent before.”

      “They were hardly professionals,” I scoff.

      “No, but it was a coordinated attack. They were trained.”

      This is certainly true. “Yes, and whatever happened to their bodies was… unusual.”

      “You have blood on your neck still.” She’s holding a clean, wet sponge and she takes one step towards me, but comes no further. Suddenly, I’m very aware that I’m dressed only in my sweater, and she is stripped down to her undershirt and breeches.

      I raise my chin and pull my hair away from my neck, a smile playing at my lips as I raise myself onto my tiptoes and sit on the cold marble counter of the bathroom vanity. I tug my sweater between my legs a bit and part them so she can stand nearer to me.

      “May I?” she asks, holding the sponge.

      I nod as she steps into the space I made for her. One of her hands grazes my chin as the other washes my neck.

      “All clean,” she says, putting the sponge down. She doesn’t step back and I stare into her eyes. I feel heat gathering between my legs and I lean towards her.

      She inches toward me, and from outside the bedroom and across the hall, I hear Fenric’s auletris screaming in ecstasy. I grit my teeth once and Morgaine notices.

      “How serious was it with him?”

      “It wasn’t, but it is complicated all the same.”

      “You’re hurt?”

      I nod, because I cannot lie to her.

      “He's a fool, Echo. I wouldn’t have made the same mistakes if you’d wanted me.”

      My chest constricts and the heat between my legs intensifies. I keep my hands to myself, but my voice is thick when I say, “I do want you.”

      Her mouth opens, and I can see her tongue as she wets her dry lips. “May I?” she asks again, and though the request is amorphous, I would say yes to anything she wanted. I nod and her hands graze my bare thighs, her thumbs deliciously close to finding out just how much I want her.

      I lean forward as she pulls me to her, her hands missing the tender spot I long for her to touch as they slide over the top of my sweater and onto my back to cradle my head. My arms go around her neck, and when our mouths meet I see stars.

      She tastes like fresh spring water and something floral, and I rock my hips against hers as I wrap my legs around her waist. She slows the kiss, her tongue dancing with mine. I’ve never been kissed this way before. My response is so intense I lose sense of time and space.

      “Echo,” she murmurs as her mouth meets mine again. “Echo, I can’t do this. Not tonight. Not right now.”

      I still, every bit of me thrumming with desire for her, only her. I wish I could explain to her how little I care about what is going on anywhere but here. She steps back an inch and I see in her movements how much she doesn’t want to.

      “I want you,” I say, tilting my head to meet her eyes.

      She looks away. “I want you more than I’ve wanted anyone in a long time. But I’ve disappointed a lot of people, Echo. I don’t want you to be one of them. Until we are both in a better place, I think we should be careful.”

      “Alright then,” I say.

      She nods reluctantly as she steps back, her eyes burn with desire as she backs away from me. She grins when she’s safely at the bathroom door.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, gorgeous,” she says, picking up her clothes. I grin back and laugh as she leaves. My heart is in so much trouble.
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      At the sight of you

      I am once more

      a wild thing

      free.

      — From Anadyo’mene’s Lament, by Anonymous, translated by Atalanta

      

      In the morning, my body is stiff and the room is cold. Bayun is snoring at the end of the bed and I stretch. I need to begin the exercise routine that Malikai set out for me, but there is no way I am going to knock on Fenric’s door. I change into close-fitting gear and a wrap-around sweater and leave Bayun to sleep.

      There is a room for training in the back of the inn, and I go to it. I’m not surprised in the least to find Morgaine there, drenched in sweat and moving through a series of rigorous fighting stances.

      This morning, she is wearing a loose sleeveless top, knotted just beneath her breasts, and soft pants cut in a distinctively Relequan style. Her chest and abdomen are as muscular as the rest of her body and I am nearly salivating watching her.

      Morgaine spots me and jogs over. “Gorgeous, you’re up,” she says brightly, swiping my cheeks with a kiss. I know from Yoonai and years in Kilm that this is how friends greet each other in Solaran Taigal cultures, but I can’t help the way my body feels when she touches me.

      I notice her hands shake a little as she pulls away and I’m ashamed to admit it pleases me. She leans against the doorframe I’m standing in, blocking my way into the training room. If I thought she was going to ignore the fact that we kissed last night, or leave it in the past, I was wrong. Her arm snakes around my waist and my breath catches.

      “Now, I’m not going to break my promise again, gorgeous. But I need you to know that kiss was just the tip of the iceberg.”

      My knees go weak, they actually go weak.

      “I held back,” she says softly, “because I’m trying not to get too attached to you.”

      She is teasing me and my body aches to be touched. But I can’t assure her I’m not over Fenric, and she’s right to draw a boundary until I can. But this isn’t the boundary we agreed upon. It’s going to be hard not to advance things between us, but realistically I know I need to focus on my job here in the northern reaches, not dive headfirst into a massively fraught love triangle. Teasing me tortures us both though.

      I raise my face to hers and my lips are parted, and gods and saints help me, I am breathing hard. “Unless you’re going to take me to bed, Morgaine, kindly step out of my way.”

      “Well played, gorgeous. No more teasing then.”

      I step back a little closer to her and run fingers lightly down her bare arm. “Well, I hope there will be a little teasing. But let’s try to be kind.”

      “You wicked minx,” she breathes as I walk into the training room, peeling my sweater off. “That’s kind? How am I supposed to think when you’re pulling your clothes off, looking so beautiful?”

      “No idea,” I retort. “I can’t think with your sweaty body, all everywhere.”

      “All everywhere?” she snorts with laughter at my awkward attempt at flirtation.

      “Hush,” I say with a flutter of my hands. “You fluster me.”

      “I love it,” she says, sincerely. “I really do.”

      I hum a little in response and begin to stretch. She watches my sequence and when I get to the part of the routine that requires a partner, she instinctively follows. Her grip on my arms and legs is firm and practiced, though my skin burns with desire at her touch.

      “Do you know any Raothami sequences?” I ask.

      She nods. “I’ve learned a little in my travels. I usually can't slip between to the spiriti valem, but I can keep up with the movements.”

      She steps behind me and I begin to move through poses, advancing their difficulty when I see that she can, indeed, keep up. Soon, I lose myself to the flow, and find the stream of otham.

      I am surprised to feel her there with me. I sense her surprise as well. We don’t join, but I feel her next to me, our spirit bodies moving in time with one another. When I ease out, I bring her with me gently in the way Malikai taught me.

      I turn to look at her when my eyes open and her face is beaming with joy. “That was so easy,” she whispers, her voice humming with happiness. When her eyes open she’s grinning.“I’ve never actually been able to step between to the stream’s source before, let alone move within it. Usually, if I can get into my spirit body, I just sort of hover above it. Does that make sense?”

      I smile at her and nod, happy to see her so satisfied. She hugs me then and I hug her back.

      “Thank you, Echo. That was beautiful.”

      We are pleasurably awkward for a moment. I forgot that it can be this way with someone you like, that even the awkwardness can be sweet and full of aching joy. I savor it.

      “I’m starving,” she says finally.

      “Me too, should we get breakfast?”

      Morgaine helps me into my sweater, before putting one of her own on. She pulls on a soft-looking pair of shortboots and I coo, “Those are beautiful!”

      She grins. “I made them.”

      “You did?” I ask, amazed.

      “Yes, and I’ll make you some first thing, when we get to the winter settlement. Besides racing, it’s kind of my winter job.”

      “You make boots?”

      She explains while we walk that she doesn’t make the embroidered tall style I covet, because learning the needlework takes nearly a decade, but she makes this short style and a slipper-like version as well.

      “I’m no good with embroidery, but I make the best shorties and slippers,” she jokes. “I’ll keep your feet warm ‘til the snows pass.”

      “And then what will you do?”

      She looks surprised to find that I’m not teasing or flirting. Her smile is a bit wobbly when she says, “I guess we’ll have to see.”

      Too far, Echo, I tell myself. Too far. But I can feel her falling and I don’t do a thing to stop it, because I’m tumbling along with her.
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      Then you gave me a gift, bright and burning. Lovely in its bloody box. Your heart it seemed. I ate it whole and it poisoned me. I have never been so happy to be destroyed.

      — From Love and Other Maladies, by Aminah the Worldweaver, Patron Saint of Kerowe

      

      We spend the next few days together and pick up a few more things she thinks I’ll need after the items we bought at the Cirque D’Etoiles are delivered. We aren’t attacked again, but we’re still followed every time we leave the inn. I successfully avoid Fenric, but I see him every night in the public room with Rosana, the blonde, drunk and groping one another. They end up in bed together every night.

      He doesn’t give any indication that he’s seen me, or that he knows I know what he’s doing, but he must. It wouldn’t be so easy to avoid him if he weren’t also avoiding me. Nearly a week passes, and we haven’t spoken and things begin to feel untenable.

      A cynae brings a message for Morgaine. The Leopardis are two days away, and they plan to take me to the Cloisters before taking the dyr to the winter settlement. Apparently the Sisterhood wants to see me sooner than expected. I am unsettled by this news.

      I ask Morgaine about the Sisterhood and she makes a hand gesture I recognize as a Taigal sign against evil, which surprises me. Not because any news about them is surprising at this point, but I’m interested to see that Morgaine is superstitious.

      “I know they’re supposed to be good,” she says, registering my look, “but there’s something bad about the way they and the Brotherhood operate. Your Fenric is a Brother, isn’t he?”

      When I nod she looks thoughtful.

      “What?” I ask.

      I’ve gotten to know her looks fairly well in the last week. I can’t help it; everything she does fascinates me. I wish I wasn’t still so preoccupied with Fenric as well. I’m walking a fine line with her and I know it.

      “He seems familiar to me, but I can’t put my finger on it. Has he anything to do with the Cloisters?”

      “I thought they didn’t let men in.”

      “That’s a pretty common misperception that they encourage. If I hadn’t grown up so close to their lair I probably wouldn’t know the truth. They don’t let men join, but they most definitely let them in.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask, but she makes the sign again.

      I prod her once more, but she won’t speak about it. As soon as I see the pain in her eyes, I let it go. The Sisterhood has hurt her somehow, which makes me even more uneasy about allying with them.

      It is astonishing how quickly I’ve grown attached to her. I’ve never fallen for someone so easily, but everything with Morgaine is grounded, solid. It’s easy with us in a way I’m not used to. With her, I forget to guard my heart or be afraid.

      Morgaine and I finish shopping for the trip north on our last day in Port Thraice. I’ve left Fenric a message, through Portia, about when we’re to meet the Leopardis. She shakes her head at me when I give it to her, but says nothing. When I ask her later, she says he read it, but had no return message. So he knows we’re leaving. I’ve done all I can, but my heart aches.

      Morgaine and I are in my room, with the door open for Bayun, who is wrestling with a stable cat in the yard downstairs. She’s looking through everything I’ve brought and tallying it up with the things we’ve purchased. It’s time to begin packing and she wants to do one last check before we leave tomorrow. The cirque is open tonight and it’s our last chance to buy supplies before we leave. She has a long list of things to get for winter at the settlement.

      We’re chatting about which vendors she has orders in with, and flirting, when a door across the hall opens and Fenric comes out, bathed and dressed, but looking a bit worse for wear. He looks into my bedroom and sees Morgaine, and the nerve of him, he actually looks jealous for a flash. She smirks at him and kisses my cheek.

      “Be ready at eight, gorgeous. I’m taking you out to eat before we go to the cirque.” She brushes past him, not even bothering to introduce herself. The girl has swagger, no doubt about it.

      “Who was that?” he asks, his voice cracking from too much use. There’s a flash of anger in his face that makes me want to punch him. How dare he care after his behavior for the past week?

      “That’s Morgaine. She’s one of our Leopardis guides.”

      “She doesn’t look Leopardis,” he remarks and there’s a bitter note ringing in his aura.

      “And yet, she is,” I reply tartly. It’s not my business to explain Morgaine’s heritage to him. He walks into the room and sinks into a chair, resting his head in his hands.

      “Alright,” he mutters. “And what was she doing in your bedroom, calling you gorgeous and kissing you like that?”

      I stand in one place, shock cascading over me. He is jealous, and nothing in him tells him how outrageous it is for him to be expressing it to me. I am vibrating with anger. I would hit him, but that wouldn’t be fair and would probably break his face.

      “Why on earth would you care after the scenes you’ve been making for the last week with Rosana?” There’s no venom in my voice, but the question is genuine.

      He looks up at me, surprised. Oh no. He’s thought he’d gotten away with something.

      “You heard about that?” he asks, looking sick.

      “Heard about it?” I laugh. “The two of you gave me a front row seat our first night here in the public room, or don’t you remember? You haven’t exactly been quiet about things the rest of the week.”

      He pulls at his hair. “You heard us?”

      “I was standing right there. Didn’t you see me?”

      He shakes his head, looking miserable, and comes over to me, taking my hands in his. “I am sorry, Echo. You weren’t meant to see any of that.”

      I throw his hands off me. “I wasn’t meant to see it? Do I seem so unobservant to you? Am I some kind of joke to you?”

      “Gods, no,” he exclaims. “I did it because of you. For you.”

      “That makes absolutely no sense.”

      For a moment, he falters. I glare at him as he calculates what to say next. Deceit flashes in his aura, clear as can be when he speaks.

      “I want you, Echo. I want you so much, but we cannot be that way together now. I can’t… We can’t. We can’t be involved like that. You said it yourself. But after all those nights sleeping next to you, I had to find an outlet. Surely you understand that.”

      I listen to him, anger rising in my chest. “You had me in bed with you for days, and I was willing the whole time. You said no and we had to wait, and then you come here, and bed someone else and I’m supposed to understand that it’s because you want me so much?”

      He throws up his hands. “When you say it that way it sounds all wrong.”

      “That’s because it is all wrong. If you wanted me, you should have just come to me, come to bed with me. It was simple.”

      “I made a mistake. I’ve been drinking too much and she feels good. I wanted you, but you weren’t there.”

      I don’t believe the level of self-deception he’s sunk to if he thinks that.

      “I made a mistake, and I deeply regret it.” He pushes the door closed.

      I step back. “I don’t trust you.”

      He crosses the room in two long strides and wraps me in his arms. “Let me show you.”

      I want to say no, but there’s something vindicating about the way he kisses me. He’s pulling my clothes off and we are falling into bed before I can think.

      It feels like a bell is ringing in my ears and I know something isn’t right when his hands slide between my legs. It feels amazing, and my body reacts, but my gut tells me this is wrong. I don’t need to sense his aura to tell that something about the way he feels and the way he’s acting don’t align.

      “Stop,” I say as I pull away from him. “Whatever this is, it’s a bad idea and it’s not because you want me.”

      He won’t meet my eyes, but he springs away from me. He dresses quickly and leaves, saying nothing else. There is an obvious slump of relief in his shoulders though, and it stings to see. What is happening between us? Why is it so hard to understand?

      I feel sick and overwhelmed. When I think of Morgaine, I feel worse. After he’s gone, I cry myself to sleep. I wake to Bayun purring at my side and I snuggle my face into his fur and look at the clock. It’s not even six o’clock.

      I bathe slowly and think about what happened this afternoon. I wish we’d talked, instead of falling into bed. When I get out of the bathtub, I dress in a long, soft gown that hugs my curves and cross the hall to knock on his door. I hear movement inside and he opens the door.

      “I thought we should talk,” I say.

      “We should,” he says, but doesn’t open the door an inch more.

      “Come back to bed,” a voice says from within the room.

      “Nevermind,” I say, shaking my head. “I understand completely.”

      “Believe me when I say you don’t. I’ll see you tomorrow, when it’s time to leave.” He shuts the door in my face.

      I take a deep breath and go downstairs. I order dinner for two, to be delivered to my room at eight. I feel reckless, angry, and determined to be beyond this disaster with Fenric once and for all.

      When Morgaine arrives, I am dressed in a different gown. This one is long, black and slinky with a neckline that plunges between my breasts. My eyes are lined with smoky kohl and glittering shadow, and my hair falls around my shoulders in waves.

      I open the door for her, and her eyes meet mine as she brushes my arm. She’s wearing a close-fitting jacket and tailored pants that accentuate her legs. She wears no cosmetics but a bit of kohl, smudged around her eyes. It only serves to make her more alluring. Her gaze lingers on me until the flicker of candles catches her notice. Her eyes go wide when she sees the table, set with dinner, and her lips part as her attention refocuses on me.

      I take a sharp breath in as I look her over.

      She tilts her head at me appraisingly. “You’re looking at me the way I’m feeling about you.”

      “And what’s that?” I ask as she kisses my hand.

      “Like something you want to eat.”

      I guffaw loudly, which causes her to laugh too.

      “Well, that’s accurate,” I say.

      She grins and cocks her head in that hawk-like, charming way again. “Yes, for me too.”

      My heart drops into my groin and I feel faint looking at her. She closes the door behind her and says, “What’s all this? I thought we were going out.”

      “I thought we could stay in for dinner.”

      Her eyes go wide and she shakes her head. “Gorgeous, I can’t stay here, with you wearing that dress, all these candles, and that bed. I just can’t do that to myself.”

      That is flattering, but the rejection stings all the same. She comes closer to me, and she puts her hands on my shoulders and looks down into my eyes, and when I can’t quite meet hers, she touches my chin lightly with her fingertips to raise my gaze to hers. My cheeks are burning and tears sting in my eyes.

      “Echo, I’m not rejecting you. Just the opposite, actually. This is all magical,” she says, motioning to the room and then my dress. “And I know we’ve only known each other for a few days, but I like you so much it scares me.”

      My breath hitches and I let it out in a shudder. She continues, “I flirt a lot. That’s my personality, and that’s how things started with you, but it’s more now and I am afraid of disappointing you.”

      Her face is wholly sincere. There’s not a trace of flirtatious humor, or any humor at all. Her dark eyes are serious and full of feeling.

      “I joke a lot and I flirt a lot,” she repeats, as though reminding herself of something. “I love life, and all the pleasures it has to offer, but I am very serious about love. I don’t fall in love easily and when I do, I want the person I fall for to be right there with me, and you’re not, not right now — and I’m falling for you so hard anyway and… and...” she trails off, her voice catching.

      I feel instantly guilty. Her hands drop to her sides and she takes a few steps back and sinks into the overstuffed chair. She puts her face in her hands for a moment, and then sits back, looking me over, with her long legs stretched out casually, and her arms at rest. Her posture is that of the swaggering pirate prince again, but her words don’t match.

      “I wish there was a way for me to fix this, but my heart’s on the line now and I can’t seem to take it back. I’d ask you not to break it, but that’s not fair. We stumbled into each other at an inopportune time for us both, and I fear someone is going to get hurt… Badly.”

      I back up against the bed. I want to go to her and wrap her in my arms and promise not to hurt her, but I can’t lie to her. I won’t. She’s staring at me and her face is cool, but her eyes are burning and a rush of energy goes through me.

      “Maybe one of us is going to get hurt,” I say. “But we’re connected now in too many ways to untangle.” She begins to nod. I hold up a finger and search through the wardrobe and dresser, pulling out items, then I go into the bathroom and change clothes.

      I come out in a cocoon-style sweater that covers me fully. It is made from soft wool that looks like it’s about to shed fibers everywhere. Under it I wear thick leggings and a pair of tailored boots that come up over my knees. I think I still look nice for a night out, but I feel less on display.

      “I still want to go out, if you do,” I say. “And I want to see where things go between us, but you’re right, I am in the middle of something with Fenric and I have to see it to the end before I can really start something with you. Is it possible for us to try to just… suspend what we’re feeling and try to be friends?”

      “Not for me, and it doesn’t matter what you change into. It’s not the way you dress up, or down, it’s you. We have to spend a lot of time together, and I’m going to do my best to take things slow and keep my heart on a leash, but I can’t pretend to be just your friend.”

      “I don’t want you to pretend anything. And I don’t want to pretend either, but even if my heart were completely free, I’d hope we’d be friends too.”

      “Are you and Fenric friends?”

      “No,” I snap, “but that’s different.”

      “Why?” she growls. “Because I’m a woman?”

      “No,” I bite back, angry at her assumption about me and how I feel. “Because I was never in danger of falling for him the way I am with you. You’re the kind of person I’ve been hoping to meet my whole life, and when you show up, I’m tits-deep in drama with some man who can’t tell the difference between me and a demon-goddess.”

      First she looks serious, then she covers her mouth and laughs. “Tits-deep?”

      “Shut up,” I say, but there’s no malice in it, and then I laugh too.

      “You really feel that way?” she asks, serious again.

      “I really do, and I don’t know how to do this any better than you do, but please can we try to just be friends for now?”

      She gets up from her chair and crosses the room in three long strides and takes me in her arms. Her hug is safe and secure and she presses her lips to my hair.

      “We can try, but could you perhaps roll in sewage before we spend time together? You smell so good I feel in danger of losing my good sense.”

      I giggle and she hugs me tighter. I wrap my arms around her, tucked snugly under her chin. “You have to as well then.”

      “We could roll in it together,” she suggests. “Naked.”

      I laugh again. “That is disgusting.”

      “Is it?” she asks, letting me go. She looks into my eyes and lowers her mouth to mine. The kiss is so pure and sweet, it’s nearly chaste. “I can’t keep kissing you, Echo. It will break me, but I need us both to remember what’s at stake before we leave tomorrow, and things change again.”

      She kisses me again, and this time the kiss is not chaste. It is passion embodied and as I wrap myself around her, I forget everything. Her hands slide under my sweater and up my back, which arches into her.

      Her thumbs graze the underside of my breasts, and I groan and pull her closer as she slides a leg between mine. She deepens the kiss as our bodies move against one another. My heart is beating wildly, and I want to taste every inch of her.

      I start to push her jacket off, but she slides away from me, pinning my hands to my sides, gently, but firmly. My heart beats more regularly in time, and my burning body begins to cool. The strength flows back into my legs and I remember where we are, who we are, and everything about what is supposed to happen next that makes what we’re doing here nothing more than personal drama.

      “That was dangerous,” I say finally, when she releases my hands, and I stroke her short hair.

      “I needed you to know how I feel,” she says.

      “And you needed to test how I feel too,” I add.

      “You caught that?”

      I smile wryly. “I did, and did I measure up?”

      “You blow away all previous standards,” she says, taking my hand. “And I think we should go to dinner now, before I change my mind about protecting both our hearts.”

      My heart feels swollen and sore from all this tumult, so I let her help me into my jacket. Bayun is nowhere to be found when I call for him. We make our way towards the restaurant quietly. The silence between us isn’t uncomfortable, though I expect it to be. I am happy to be wrong.

      “Maybe we should skip the restaurant,” Morgaine says, stopping in the middle of the street. “I know a place in the cirque I think you’ll like.”

      I see the plea in her eyes. Being alone at dinner is too intimate. Too much like the start of something we’re both trying desperately to slow down.

      “That sounds good to me.”

      We enter the Cirque D’Etoiles and Morgaine guides me to a stall I haven’t noticed before. A couple is cooking seasoned meats and vegetables on a big stovetop. Morgaine steps up to the counter and orders something, though I can’t hear what.

      When our food is ready, it is a combination of meats, vegetables and a tiny bit of crumbled white cheese, all encased in some kind of clamshell-shaped flatbread.

      “What is this?” I ask, sniffing the food.

      “Heaven in a crispy, fried shell. Have you never had this before?”

      “No,” I say, enraptured as she picks one up and bites into it. The filling spills everywhere and while she chews she hands me a napkin.

      I bite into the folded shell and the crunch is delightful. We eat in silence, and then she orders more. When we are so full I can barely move, Morgaine suggests we walk a while.

      Conversation begins again, naturally. I tell her about my family, and she tells me about hers. I notice she never mentions her father, but her mother is an expert weaver and they trade dyr with a neighboring band in exchange for alpaca wool. She has no siblings, and Yoonai is one of her godsmothers. This pleases me, because it means part of my family already loves her.

      I wonder aloud why we’ve never met, and she tells me how inspired she was by Yoonai joining the Ravenni and eventually having the Crescent Moon, and how she’d always wanted to travel by sea and explore the world. I’ve heard some of this before. We’ve talked for hours this week. She’s nearly always been away since I started meeting Yoonai’s band when they come through Kilm in autumn.

      “And you still go home every winter?” I ask.

      “I do. The Leopardis are my life, as much as exploring. Everyone told me I couldn’t have them both, but I have seen the world. The Void Lands are something else, Echo. Like nothing you can imagine. We changed this part of the world by coming here.”

      She’s never talked like this before and I don’t want to push her. I’ve heard that explorers often won’t tell what they’ve seen on other continents. I stay quiet and she continues.

      “The creatures elsewhere are fantastic. There aren’t humans, or even really people like humans, except the selkies and rusalki who live in the sea itself. No cities, no industry clouding the air the way it does in the Midcountries. It’s beautiful and dangerous.”

      “But you always come home?” I ask when she trails off.

      “Yes, I always long for home, and the Leopardis welcome me back every winter. Usually they’re home before this, but this year there was a late foaling and they’re returning with barely enough time to make it through the pass. I won’t have long at the settlement. When the wildflowers bloom in the settlement’s meadows, I return to sea. There’s an Fanuban exploration leaving in the spring that I’ve been asked to lead.”

      I nod, knowing the passion in her voice is something I’ve never experienced myself. I’ve never had anything that lit my eyes the way seeing other places lights hers. I cannot imagine asking her to let it go or do anything that would cause that glow to dim. She is freedom embodied, and I am envious of her and admiring at the same time.
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      They who leave the Ocean of Dunes will forever be searching for their heart.

      — Relequan Proverb

      

      After we eat, Morgaine leads me to a corner of the Market we haven’t visited yet. A plain-looking Relequan, with dark hair and eyes and simple but elegantly made clothing, sits among a sparkling array of jewels. To those less traveled, the jeweler might look Chimani, but I recognize the square of her shoulders and set of her jaw as uniquely those of the desert nomads. Two heavily armed sentries stand by, but they are relaxed.

      They smile at Morgaine when she approaches. “Morgaine Yarlo!” one says eagerly and bows.

      Morgaine grins and claps him on the back. “This is Sujit,” she says to me; then to him, “Sujit, this beautiful creature is both deadly and secretive. It wouldn’t do for you to know her name.”

      Sujit laughs and extends a hand to me. “It’s nice to make your acquaintance anyway.”

      “Sujit is on the crew that runs the ship I usually travel with, but moonlights as a bodyguard for Amalia, who is a cousin of his.”

      The plain woman nods at us in greeting, but does not get up from her perch. She has a piece of metal in her hands that she’s buffing to a shine. Calm intelligence shimmers in her aura as she watches us.

      “I’d better get back to work, Yarlo,” Sujit says, and then he leans towards Morgaine and whispers, “Pick something pretty out for that one, she seems special.”

      He is so earnest, I blush. Morgaine looks a bit embarrassed, but nods to Sujit as we pass. Amalia smiles at Morgaine and begins to sign to her. I only know a little sign language, and this is a different dialect from what I’m familiar with. Morgaine knows it though, and signs rapidly to Amalia in return.

      I manage well enough to understand they are exchanging pleasantries. I see the sign for death, and another for my name pass through Amalia’s fingertips. So she knows who I am. She nods to me and I to her.

      Crudely, but doing my best to mimic this dialect’s unique movement, I sign greetings to her. This garners a grin, and she holds up a finger. She goes behind the dark curtain that lines the back of the stall and I hear her rustling around.

      Morgaine and I wait awkwardly under Sujit’s expectant gaze. He obviously reads people well. I wish we could be here as a couple. Truly, I do. Morgaine’s eyes don’t meet mine and just as I’m about to say something to break the tension Amalia returns.

      She has two velvet-covered boxes. She hands one to me and one to Morgaine. I open the one she hands to me, and see that it is a small bronze medallion, on a beautifully made chain. On one side there are sigils carved to ensure safe travel, healthy dyr, and calm waters, on the other side there is an intricately carved fox face. I gasp at its beauty and how appropriate a gift it is for Morgaine.

      When I look at her, she’s making a similar face. We exchange the gifts and the one meant for me is made of silver and has the face of a lynxcat on one side, and sigils for safe travel, protection, and good health.

      “These are perfect,” Morgaine says and she fishes coins out of her purse. “How much do I owe you for these?” she signs.

      “Absolutely not,” I say. “I’ll buy yours and you buy mine.”

      She looks as though she might argue, but then relents.

      Amalia signs a sum for each necklace and we pay. She wraps them in a bag and she slides a third box inside, with a piece of paper tucked into the ribbon tied around it. I frown at her and she signs rapidly to Morgaine.

      “She’s included something she’d like you to pass on to Miyala. These were commissioned for us from the leaders of the Relequan bands, their high council. If we accept them, and pay for them, we accept terms to meet in the spring. There are instructions for where to meet, and you are to burn them after reading them. Do you consent to this?”

      I look at her, in shock. “Do you? It sounds like you’re meant to be there as well… and you have other places to be.”

      She looks troubled, then thoughtful, and nods solemnly. I sign to Amalia that I agree. My movements are awkward, but she smiles as I try, understanding me well enough. She hands me the little bag and I follow Morgaine out of the cirque in a daze. Bayun trots between us and we walk back toward the inn.

      “Are you alright?” I ask as we walk. I know she won’t like this change in her plans, and after understanding more about her, I never would have asked her to come with me.

      “They’ve never asked for me, all these years. They’ve never wanted to meet me, but now that I’m with you…”

      “I didn’t know anything about this,” I say. “I’m meant to go to Loramir in the spring. But of course I’ll go with you to the Relequans. I am sorry anyone assumed anything about us.”

      I wish we hadn’t gone to the cirque at all. I’m not sure how much to tell her about my mission in the spring, or about Miyala’s destiny. I know the Leopardis know about the prophecy, but I haven’t talked to Morgaine about this at all this week, wanting her to focus on only me.

      “My father is Relequan,” she says, breaking me out of my selfish thoughts. “But he abandoned his people, and so they shun him and me by extension. At least they have until now.”

      “Because your mother is Leopardis?” I ask, and she shakes her head.

      “No, they would have accepted my mother, even if he’d joined the Leopardis. We are nomadic, like them, and they accept our way of life as appropriate and akin to their own. The hysans are similar demonae to the dyr in many ways…” she trails off.

      I wait, sensing she will say more if I don’t jump in.

      “My father doesn’t live with my mother anymore.” She pauses and closes her eyes, taking a deep breath. “He lives at the Cloisters, with the Sisterhood.”

      Shock rushes through me. “What? In what capacity?”

      “I assume as one of their playthings. He left us for them a long time ago. I barely remember him.”

      I am sick, suddenly understanding so much about the ways she’s talked around him for the past week.

      “The Relequans abhor the Sisterhood, just as my people do. They don’t belong here, Echo. You’ll see what I mean soon enough.”

      “Have you been there?” I ask, not wanting to say I’ve heard this warning already.

      “Once,” she says. “Looking for him, but he wouldn’t come out to see me. I was thirteen.”

      I hug her and she grips me tightly. “So you haven’t seen him since you were a child?”

      “No, but I’ve seen others like him, caught in their snare. It’s no good, Echo. They use them up, and make them agree to things they can’t imagine. The Sisterhood is tricky, and I am scared for you. I wish you didn’t have to go there.”

      My hands are shaking. What have we gotten ourselves into?

      “Do you know what they are?” I ask quietly. “Have you ever seen one of them?”

      “The Sisters?”

      I nod.

      “Are you asking if I know that they’re not human?”

      I nod again.

      “The Leopardis know they are Sirinvila. Our people have many tales about those of Sirin. That’s where they’re from.”

      I haven’t heard anything about this before, or this particular elsewhere. I am curious. “What do you know about it?”

      “Not much,” she replies, calming somewhat as she’s able to stop talking directly about her father. “Only that they are very different from the gods. There are others living on Interra, but they aren’t like them in form. You’ve heard of Alcyone and the Sirini, haven’t you?”

      “The bird-people who live in the Ayles?” I ask, in shock. “I thought they were harpies.”

      “No, they’re all Sirini, the other species that lives on Sirin. They’re enemies of the Sirinvila, apparently.”

      “How do you know all this?” I ask, adding, “Not that I don’t believe you.”

      “The Leopardis have lived near them for nearly eighty years; we’ve picked things up dealing with them. Mostly to stay the hells away. They’re demonic, Echo. Evil.”

      “I’m looking forward to my visit then,” I say dryly.

      Morgaine snickers, looks guilty for a moment and then guffaws. I can’t join her.

      “We could board my ship and sail away,” she suggests.

      “A few months ago, I might have taken you up on that offer...” I trail off, not knowing how to finish.

      “But things are different now.”

      “They are.”

      We’ve reached the inn.

      “Yes, they are,” she says softly. “Goodnight, Echo.”

      She walks inside and I whisper back, “Goodnight.”
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      Be careful what you allow your heart to wish into being. It is like as not to make you miserable, as it is to bring you joy.

      — From Love and Other Maladies, by Aminah the Worldweaver, Patron Saint of Kerowe

      

      I barely sleep, tossing and turning. Shortly before dawn I rise exhausted and prepare myself to travel. After I dress, I slip on the Relequan amulet, happy to have any extra protection I can get today.

      I open my door to let Bayun out to get his breakfast and relieve himself. He passes Fenric in the threshold.

      “Echo? Can I come in?”

      I raise my eyebrows, suspicious. “Fine.”

      He comes in, looking better rested than me, and sits down in the chair, staring at me. I’m still angry with him. Angry he even exists this morning, and after what Morgaine told me last night about the Sisterhood, very suspicious of his motives.

      “What do you want?” My voice is cold. It startles him and he looks thoughtful. More lies are coming, I sense.

      “I wanted to say how sorry I am for the way I’ve acted while we’ve been here. There’s a lot about me you don’t know, and looking back, I wish I’d just talked to you, instead of... what I did.” He pauses, as though gauging my reaction, and I jump in.

      “But you didn’t, and now it is too damn late. There is nothing you have to say that would change things now. Get out.”

      He opens his mouth to say something, but I stop him. “You’ve wasted enough of my time. I’ll see you downstairs.”

      I go into the bathroom and shut the door. All is quiet for a moment, and I wonder if he’s shocked by my behavior, or thinking of something else to say. There’s a part of me that wants him to follow me in here and beg for forgiveness, but I hear him leave.

      I gather up the last of my things, then unwrap Miyala’s amulet. She will love it. I read Amalia’s note and I’m surprised to find that meeting the Relequans will be easier than I thought. They want to meet in Urukhesh, the Ravenni city, which is on the Lorami border with the Black Sands. I memorize the dates and times and the street the representative’s house is on and burn the message.

      I sit down, scribble a note in our family’s cipher, and re-wrap Miyala’s amulet, tucking my note inside. We never expected to have the help of the Relequans. They famously stay out of intercontinental politics, so long as they are left in peace. Now we have a chance to have them on our side. Miyala needs to know. On my way downstairs, I stop by Portia’s rooms. I know she will meet us outside before we leave, but I need a private moment.

      She opens the door and I hand her the box. “I need you to get this to Lyonesse. Can you do that for me?” She nods, and I caution, “It’s important that no one knows what’s inside, not even you. It’s not safe for you to know.”

      She nods again and takes the box. It is to Portia’s credit as a spy that she does not falter a bit or question me at the mention of Lyonesse. I know the amulet and my message will get to my sister.

      When I enter the courtyard, I find my bags packed and Nyx saddled. I check her over thoroughly. I usually wouldn’t let someone I don’t know do this work for me, but Bayun assures me the hostlers did a good job. I nod and mount, not looking at Fenric or Morgaine directly. I have an uneasy feeling about traveling with them both today.

      Portia, Gustav, and Katerina all say goodbye and I thank them. I left a generous sum for Portia and Katerina both, in addition to what they’ve already been paid. This is a safe harbor and I appreciate it more than they know.

      I allow Nyx to sidle up to Morgaine’s ovis. “Are you ready for this?”

      She swallows and looks extremely uncomfortable, then nods. Something like fear, or maybe deception, flashes in her aura. I wonder what that’s all about, then find Fenric watching us and sigh inwardly. What a mess we all are. Before my thoughts turn too morose, one of the hostlers comes out and speaks to me, briefly.

      They will come for the mounts this afternoon at our rendezvous point with the Leopardis, and he will make sure Malikai and Nyx are reunited in a few weeks. I thank him and hand over a small purse of coins. He tries to give it back but I shake my head.

      “I know you’ll share it with the others. And I appreciate your help taking care of her.”

      He takes my hand. “You’ve a good heart, miss.”

      I laugh and the sound is harsh. “I wish it were so.”

      I can’t afford a good heart today, and probably not for many of the days ahead. It has been wonderful to be someone else this past week, but now I have to be Death’s Echo again. L’Echo Morbida falls around my aura like a dark cloak and I ride out ahead of Morgaine and Fenric. I need to clear my head.
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      Your poisonous heart infected me wholly, brought me to my knees in your presence, and alive for the first time. Full of sorrow, I am born anew.

      — From Love and Other Maladies, by Aminah the Worldweaver, Patron Saint of Kerowe

      

      As we ride to the rendezvous point near the river, I force myself to harden. For months, I’ve been coddling myself. Letting myself go softer and softer, caring for the people who are traveling to Lyonesse. Falling for Fenric and then Morgaine. I’ve let myself forget what it is to be Vindicata, at least that’s what I tell myself.

      A little voice says, don’t be this way, Echo, but I ignore it. It sounds too much like Paulo, and I know what he would say about all this. Don’t shut your heart down when love gets tough, dearest. Open it wider.

      He was wrong. My open heart gets me nowhere but hurt. We slow down when we pass out of Port Thraice, and it’s strange to be alone with both Fenric and Morgaine. Surprisingly, they are chatting, which allows me to fall behind and act sullen.

      Bayun stirs in my jacket and his golden eyes narrow at me. I get a flood of images of me and Morgaine together and how nice she is to him. I roll my eyes and blink back tears.

      “Don’t make things any harder than they need to be,” I growl. “I can’t feel that way about her or anyone.”

      He sends me images of Morgaine and I laughing, looking happy. I shake my head. “I can’t be that way now. It’ll hurt everyone involved, including myself.”

      He grumbles something to Nyx and she whickers, clearly in agreement. I don’t need the two of them ganging up on me.

      “Stop it, both of you,” I plead. “Can’t you tell this is difficult for me?”

      Bayun puts a huge paw on my chest and purrs. That he does understand. Nyx whinnies, as if to say, Of course I know you’re hurt.

      I pat her neck. “Alright, let’s just try to enjoy our last few hours together, just the three of us.”

      We approach the river and the rendyr herd comes into sight. Despite my best efforts not to be amazed, I am. They are beautiful, with bodies as big as any equine beast, and they seem to stand taller, with their magnificent antlers. I can’t help but be impressed.

      There is a small group of people gathered around a fire and a few others are tending to the beasts. Large, fluffy Taigal dogs, lupine hybrids with erect ears and curled tails, follow the herders closely, and a few circle the herd, alert for trouble. I know this isn’t the full band, as most everyone rides ahead of the herd to open the winter settlement.

      I don’t expect to see a figure riding towards us though, on one of the dyr. As they get closer, I see it’s a redhead, slender and most definitely not Leopardis, but likely Valkun. I honestly expect them to ride directly to Fenric, but they don’t even glance at him or me, but ride directly alongside Morgaine’s ovis.

      The redhead pushes back their hood and pulls Morgaine into an embrace, kissing her passionately. Jealousy and shock burn through me. I shove my feelings down hard. This can’t matter to me. So what if she has a lover? So what.

      “I thought the two of you might have something between you,” Fenric says quietly. I glare at him and he throws up a hand. “Not that it is any of my business.”

      “Apparently, she doesn’t want me either,” I spit and urge Nyx into a gallop. He says something, but I can’t make it out above the pounding of Nyx’s hoofs.

      This isn’t fair to any of us, and I know it, but I am angry to be surprised this way. Angry she didn’t think to tell me we’d be traveling with her, what? Lover? I remember all the times she talked about disappointing me, and like a fool, I ignored the warning.

      I shove all my feelings deep into the box in my head. I cannot think of this now. I have a job to do here. What Morgaine does is of no consequence now.

      When Nyx slows, I slide off and bow respectfully to the leaders of the band. They drive the herd home, up the mountain every year, welcomed home in a blaze of flame and song. I won’t witness this because they will leave me at the Cloisters before they get there, but I will not miss a chance to show Yoonai’s people proper respect.

      When one of the elders says, “Rise, Echo of the Vindicata,” in Quotidia, I get off my knees and reach into my saddlebag to hand them the gifts Morgaine helped me pick out, under Yoonai’s advice about what to buy.

      They’re luxuries I was able to procure at the cirque and several packages of herbs from Yoonai herself. As the four elders appreciate the gifts, I feel pleased to have done something right. Finally, one stands and I remember her instantly. She is Yoonai’s sister.

      “I am Varikai,” she says. “And it is good to see you again, Echo Rodrigal.”

      She motions for me to come to her and Bayun bounds over to her as well. She grins at him, picking him up immediately. He purrs deeply in her arms.

      “This is one of Moon’s kittens, is it not?” she asks, and I nod. “He is a good small-god, Echo. A true friend.” He hops out of her arms and she says, “Please come closer.”

      I do so and she draws me into their circle. I try not to look at the crowd of people gathering around Morgaine and the redhead, who are now holding hands. Fenric is talking to a few of the herders and tending to our mounts. I have nowhere else to be, so I begin to tell the elders about Miyala, in the way Yoonai coached me.

      I use a precise storytelling method popular among Solaran Taigal folk, and the elders nod with approval at my attention to vocal cadence and hand gestures. When I’m finished they murmur among one another and one says, “Thank you for your tale, Echo. We will consider your proposal for an alliance while you visit the Cloisters.”

      I nod. This is what Yoonai said they would say, no matter how they felt. All such decisions will be made with a vote among the bandspeople, and I should stay far away from those dealings. My job was to bring the gifts, and tell the tale the right way, and now I’ve done this.

      “May I ask, bandswomen, when I am finished at the Cloisters, how will Fenric and I know how to find our way to the winter settlement?”

      “Your man may not go with you. He has not been invited by the Sisterhood, and we will not risk their displeasure. He will come with us to the winter settlement. We’ll send Morgaine with you. She knows the road home.”

      I glance at Morgaine who is chatting happily with the younger herders, the redhead clinging to her arm.

      Quietly, Varikai says, “Give her a chance to explain herself, Echo. My godsdaughter is loath to hurt Eryn more than she already has.”

      I have no idea what prompts her to say this, and my mouth falls open. Am I so obvious? Varikai smiles at me knowingly, telling me my jealousy is obvious.

      “They were lovers once. Not many women of our tribe are like you and Morgaine, or if they are, they choose not to follow that path to marriage. They marry men and have children mostly. Though, as you know, we care little who does what with whom so long as they maintain discretion.”

      I smile, so she remembers me catching Yoonai with one of the older, married racers when I was ten. I was scandalized because the Leopardis seem so bound by a tradition of marriages between men and women, but Yoonai and Varikai explained to me that as long as Taigal folk don’t have children out of wedlock, most people don’t care much who sleeps with whom.

      Marriages are most often business arrangements between families and different bands, not romantic agreements; though many spouses do fall in love eventually, many are non-monogamous. I wonder if Morgaine thought I would not mind her relationship with Eryn. I wish she’d given me a chance to know what to think.

      Varikai continues, “Morgaine has never had the patience for more than one lover at a time. When Morgaine decided to explore the world, Eryn did not want to go, and Morgaine would not stay for her. I know my godsdaughter would like it if Eryn would move on without her having to say she no longer wants her, but I see in your eyes that you understand how hard that would be for Morgaine to do.”

      When I look at Eryn and Morgaine, Morgaine doesn’t look unhappy in the slightest. She looks at home with the person she loves.

      Bayun hops into my lap and curls into a ball. He is cold, I realize when I feel him shiver. I open my jacket and he crawls in.

      “He won’t be able to do that much longer,” laughs one of the elders from across the fire, and I grin at her, no joy in my smile.

      “He grows every day. I give him another month, and I’ll have to find a bigger jacket.”

      They chuckle and I’m glad at least to find I can please them. Yoonai has reiterated that proper respect, good storytelling, and a sense of humor are the ways to the elders’ hearts, and therefore the way to the heart of the band. They do not introduce themselves to me, but this is expected as well.

      Morgaine cautioned me that they would stay a bit distant until after I’ve gone to the Cloisters. I get the feeling I’ll be tested by the bandspeople when I return to the winter settlement. That is fine with me.

      “She and Eryn were inseparable as teenagers,” Varikai continues, after a time. “They fell in love, but Eryn has never wanted to leave the band. We found her on the road as a sick toddler. She is Valkun, or was once. Now she is Leopardis.”

      I feel terrible and happy for her at once, because I know what it’s like to be left behind and then found. It doesn’t stop me from being jealous.

      “Morgaine always had her eye on the outside world, just like Yoonai. We never discourage our young folk from making their way in the world, if that is what they want, but Morgaine had ideas about dividing her time. No one thought it would work, but it has, for her anyway. Of course, it did not work so well for Eryn.”

      I wish Varikai would stop talking about this. I’d like to begin pretending I feel nothing for Morgaine, and this is making things difficult.

      “Eryn was bitter for a year or two, and angry, but she began to regret her choice. She’s been alone, romantically speaking, since Morgaine left.”

      “They still love each other,” I say. “I understand. I won’t get in the way of that.”

      Varikai laughs harshly. “Oh, silly child. No, not in the way you mean, anyway.”

      I frown, not understanding, and shrug. “I’m sorry, I’m not very good at understanding romance. People don’t usually want me for very long, so I haven’t had many chances to figure it all out.”

      Varikai puts a gloved hand on my shoulder. “Eryn doesn’t love Morgaine anymore; she loves the idea of her. And she smothers her with false love to try to bring something back that cannot be returned.”

      I look over at them and find them kissing. What Varikai is saying feels hard to believe. “They look in love to me.”

      “Looks can be deceiving,” Varikai remarks.

      I kiss the top of Bayun’s head. He is snoring. “Why are you telling me all this?”

      Varikai shrugs. “I can see you feel deeply for Morgaine. I assume she feels something for you as well if she’s earned such regard from you.”

      I sigh. “Apparently not.”

      “What is the most important thing to know about Morgaine?” Varikai asks sharply.

      “She needs freedom,” I answer, without thinking. Holding on to Morgaine too tightly, or trying to cajole her into anything she doesn’t truly want, will turn love sour.

      Varikai nods and smiles. “Then you have your answer.”

      I sit thinking, wanting to grasp onto hope. That this isn’t the kind of love Morgaine wants, that this is simply another inopportune moment in our story. That I may be what she wants, and maybe even what she needs. But they’re still kissing and there is a part of me that knows the most obvious answer is usually the right one, and the two of them couldn’t be more obvious.

      “We will reach the Cloisters by nightfall tomorrow,” says Varikai. “We hope they will not keep you for long. We’ll take your man with us, and you and Morgaine can return home as fast as you can make it.”

      “Won’t he need to come with us, to report to them? He is a Brother.”

      Varikai shakes her head. “No, they have another meeting place in the forest for the Sisters and Brothers to convene. The Brotherhood likes to remain ignorant of what the Sirinvila do at the Cloisters. Likely, he will meet with their representative after you’ve talked.”

      “How convenient,” I say with distaste.

      Varikai nods, curling her lip in a similar feeling. “The Brotherhood means well, but they corrupt themselves by associating with such creatures.”

      “Might the Sisters try to hurt us? I know your people don’t trust them.”

      “No, I do not think so. They operate on a strange kind of consent. They will try to trick you if they want something from you, but they have no power over you without your agreeing to it. Be careful though, they are alluring and have many ways to convince you to give your will away.”

      “We will be careful,” I promise.

      She and the other elders nod solemnly. We sit quietly for a while. Someone passes around a tray with small iron cups and a steaming pot of tea. We warm ourselves with it and I try to focus on my breathing. I need to find my center soon, or I am going to spiral out of control. Soon, the hostlers from the Mourning Light approach.

      “Please excuse me,” I say to the elders, bowing deeply. They incline their heads in return, indicating that I may go.

      I run to Nyx, who has been unsaddled and unpacked. Bayun yowls to be let out of my jacket and he rubs himself on her ankles, curling his tail around her legs. I don’t want to be parted from her and I hug her neck tightly.

      When I do, I hear Nyx in my head for the first time, and I don’t know the language she speaks, but I understand it perfectly, Be still, dear one. We will be together soon. I am not sad. I am proud. Ride these other horned-beasts with pride, knowing I have taught you good manners.

      I laugh, with tears streaming down my face and she nuzzles me. Of course our bond would solidify, right as she has to leave me. What is forged between us now cannot be broken, lyonheart, nor weakened by distance or time. We will be together again when the pastures green up. Fire Eyes and I will have an adventure together while I wait for you.

      She means Malikai. Nyx touches her nose to Bayun’s and then walks away, towards the hostlers. She whinnies and the ovis follow her. I pick Bayun up and bury my face in his fur. I feel a hand on my shoulder and I hope with all my heart it is Morgaine, but when I turn it’s Fenric.

      There is compassion in his eyes and I let him hug me. I remember that he sat by my side for weeks while I was sick, and that we have months of history behind us, despite the last week of terrible behavior. Bayun yowls and jumps down, and I let myself be drawn further into Fenric’s embrace. I think of Rosana and pull away sharply. How I wish I was doing this with Bori and Mi instead. It would be familiar, easy and fun.

      “Do you want to come meet the rendyr?” Fenric asks tentatively. I nod and think “other horned-beasts” in Nyx’s equine voice and chuckle at her claim to have made me a better mannered rider. I wish I’d been able to talk with her more, but there will be time soon enough.

      I know better than to wish time away, and though I am heartsick for Nyx and my family, I know I’ll never have another chance to ride with a herd such as this one. I meet the herders. There are twelve of them in all and I am shocked they can manage this huge group of demonae.

      “How many head?” I ask when we’ve all exchanged introductions and they’ve expressed proper admiration for both Bayun and Nyx.

      “Three hundred twenty-six,” says a young man named Jax proudly.

      I am allowed to walk among them, and they are peaceful and docile. Jax and his partner Uffi tell me before I wade into the herd that the one I’m meant for will find me. Bayun rides on my shoulders, keeping a keen watch on them, mewing loudly every now and again to make himself known.

      “Hush,” I say. “You’ll scare them off.”

      “He won’t,” says a familiar voice. I swallow my anger and turn to her. “He’s too small to frighten them.”

      Morgaine stands in the middle of the herd. She’s changed her clothes, and is wearing tall shearling boots embroidered richly with deep greens and purples, leather breeches and a smart looking Leopardis racing jacket, with a shearling-lined collar that stands up. Her dark hair is tousled by the wind and I’ve never seen her look so free.

      “Aren’t you a sight?” I breathe, because she is, and there’s no use denying it. She knows it, I know it. It’s me that’s pitiful and discarded, not her. Not ever her.

      “What are you thinking, Echo?” she asks and her eyes are unreadable.

      “That you are lovely as ever, and I am a wretched fool,” I say without thinking.

      She smiles sadly. “I don’t know how to do this, Echo…”

      I nod, tears streaming down my face. This is best, I tell myself. We’ll both keep our focus better this way and she’ll be able to leave me easily after we meet with the Relequans in the spring. She’ll go back to her travels and I’ll go back to my mission. It will be as though we never met. Something about this makes me cry harder.

      Why do you weep?

      I look at Bayun on my shoulder and then at Morgaine. Neither of them seem to have heard this new voice, which is soft as moss.

      I turn and face a solemn dyr.

      I am Ona. Will you ride?

      “I am Echo,” I reply. “Yes.”

      Morgaine steps forward and helps me up. I look down at her sadly.

      “Thank you for helping me,” I whisper hoarsely.

      Her eyes are full of shadows as she turns and disappears into the herd.
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      All the words we spoke are cast now in ancient tongues, unknowable, incomprehensible, opaque.

      — From Love and Other Maladies, by Aminah the Worldweaver, Patron Saint of Kerowe

      

      When I ride out, atop Ona, the herders cheer for me, and many of the dogs howl a song of praise. The herders help me down and find a saddle and blanket for Ona, and I introduce her properly to Bayun and then go about packing my things. They speak to one another silently, from my perspective. When they touch noses and he winds around her hooves, I know we’ll be alright together.

      Fenric has also connected with a dyr and he rides up to me as I mount. The herd is moving out now that we’ve been outfitted.

      “Did you and Morgaine reconcile?” he asks bluntly.

      “No,” I answer, just as bluntly. “She will be with Eryn now.”

      “She still has feelings for you,” he remarks, nodding in her direction.

      Sure enough, her eyes are red and she’s staring at us. Eryn, who rides next to her glares at me and coaxes her attention away. This could be a very miserable end to winter.

      “And you won’t talk with me about what happened between us?”

      I sputter at him. “There’s nothing to talk about. You didn’t give us a chance, and I have nothing left to say.”

      “We never had a chance, you fool,” he says angrily, confirming what I already know. He got to know me and stopped wanting me. This is the way of things with all of my romances. Never once have I had the chance to reject someone, or leave them. They always leave me first. Fenric urges his dyr forward and the conversation is over. I don’t see him for the rest of the day and when we make camp, he goes to sleep early and I stay by the fire, listening to the elders’ tales.

      The next day dawns cold and I am up with the herders, washing my face and cleaning my teeth at the stream. I dress and pack quickly, breaking down my own tent and taking it back to the wagon that Uffi is busy converting to a sled now that there is snow on the ground.

      Jax grins at me. “Thank you.”

      “Of course,” I say, “What else can I do?”

      “Go help Morgaine with the dyr. She’ll show you how to load Ona, and then you two can help get the herd ready for the day.”

      I find Morgaine, who is having an argument with Eryn.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” I say softly. “Jax told me to come help.”

      Eryn glares at me and stalks away. When she’s gone Morgaine sighs and rubs her temples. I don’t ask what they were arguing about. From the look Eryn gave me, I can guess.

      I help Morgaine quietly. I follow instructions well and once the dyr that are carrying things are loaded, we feed the ones who are on special supplemental diets or herbal remedies. They like me, she tells me.

      “Do they dislike some people?” I ask.

      “They like who they like.”

      Bayun joins us as the sun rises, licking his chops.

      “And what did you find, little prince?” Morgaine chuckles at whatever he shows her, and I am glad they are still friends, even if she doesn’t want me.

      “Are you alright with coming to the Cloisters?” I ask.

      “If my father is there, I’d like to try to see him once more. I have a feeling that when we leave here, it may be awhile before we come back.”

      I have the same feeling. “Are you sorry to miss the springtime with your family?” I ask gently. I know it’s better to talk about it. Better to talk about this than us.

      “I am, but I want to do this. I want to meet the people who made half of me.”

      She is very brave, I think. I wouldn’t want to reunite with my biological parents or family for all the knowledge in the world about where I’m from. Paulo and June made me, as far as I am concerned, and I don’t need to know more.

      Soon, everyone is ready to go. It is a beautiful ride into the mountains. The path is wide and the herd is calm. Many of the dogs pull the last sleds, full of supplies, while others keep watch over the herd. It dawns on me that finally, whoever has been following me will have to stop, as there’s nowhere to hide on these trails, and this is the only way into Taigal lands. Relief floods me, and I am grateful there’s one thing to be happy about.

      We ascend steadily for several hours and no one talks much. I listen to the birds in the trees, and the whisper of the pines, so like home. But we’re not in Orn anymore either, we’re in Solara, which thrills me. Solara is one of the few places on the continent I’ve never been. Eventually, we come to a small clearing where the path is forked by a bubbling brook. The dyr slow and take turns drinking.

      Everyone dismounts and Varikai beckons to Morgaine and me. We approach and she nods to the fork that goes left. The path is dark and sinister. Nothing like the path going right, where the sun is shining and the way is wide.

      “That is where you must go,” she says, pointing to the dark path.

      “The dyr won’t make it through that thicket!” Morgaine exclaims.

      I was thinking the same thing, but didn’t want to say it.

      “We have packs ready for you. Jax and Uffi will wait here for three days. If it takes longer, you’ll have to walk back.”

      Morgaine looks like she wants to argue, but Varikai places a hand on her shoulder. “It is a strain on resources to leave four dyr, Jax and Uffi. Can you really ask us for more?”

      Morgaine opens her mouth and I put my hand on her other shoulder.

      “No,” I say. “I appreciate you doing so much for us. Thank you.” I bow deeply.

      Morgaine bows too, but I hear her grumbling about how far it’s going to be. Bayun yowls at the path plaintively and I pick him up and hand him to Uffi, who cuddles him close. Her onyx eyes sparkle with empathy for us both and she strokes Bayun’s back as he clings to her. Bayun sends me angry images, then pleading ones.

      “I want you to stay here, with Uffi and Jax,” I beg. “Please don’t come.”

      He growls and turns his face from me. Uffi hums sweetly to him, mimicking a mother’s purr. She is a kind soul and I know he’ll be alright with her and Jax. He yowls piteously, pressing his face to her shoulder. It is nearly too hard to bear, but there is something wrong with that path and I cannot stand to think of him coming with us.

      Morgaine starts to say something, but Varikai sees the pained look on my face and intercedes, “If you walk quickly, you’ll make it before dark. Unless you’d like to stand here complaining some more?”

      Morgaine opens her mouth again, but I shake my head at her. I take the pack that Jax offers me. It’s light.

      “Walk fast,” he cautions. “Don’t stay in the thicket after dark, if you can help it.”

      “Will you be alright here?” I ask, concerned.

      He grins. “Sure, we’ll be fine here, but I’m not staying for a moment longer than three days, so don’t take long with those hags.”

      Uffi kicks him. “Don’t say such things about the Sisterhood,” she hisses.

      “Aww, they can’t hear,” he says, and kisses her cheek. They are going to spend the next few days kissing and who knows what else, I think.

      From the smirk on Varikai’s face, she thinks the same thing. “Get going,” she urges.

      I wave goodbye and look for Fenric, but can’t find him in the crowd. I shrug. He’s angry with me anyway, better to give him some time to cool off.

      I accidentally meet Eryn’s eyes though, and they are full of jealousy. When she turns and disappears into the herd, I am sad to have made an enemy of her. I think we probably have a lot in common.

      I look to Bayun one last time and nearly lose my resolve when he will not turn in Uffi’s arms, but I follow Morgaine into the thicket. We walk quickly, and soon the noise of the herd fades. I look behind me and find the thicket’s brush is so close that I can no longer see them. I start to worry a little, but Morgaine, seeing that I’ve stopped smiles shakily.

      “It’s just the brush,” she says. “Makes it feel darker than it is.”

      I don’t smile back. I see no need to pretend I’m not scared. The smile falls off her face and she nods, understanding. We will not lie to each other here.

      We don’t talk. It feels like the thicket has ears, and my gut warns me that whatever is in these woods, it’s better we don’t give it anything to know about us. We walk for a while, and soon a hunted feeling begins to creep over me. I look behind us frequently, as does Morgaine, but there’s nothing there.

      Without discussing it, we begin to jog at a slow and steady pace, and then Morgaine begins to run in earnest and I follow suit. We may not be able to see or hear it, but something is out here. Something full of rage and hunger.

      This isn’t like being stalked by humans; I know that feeling well by now. Rather than pairs of eyes I can feel, this is omnipresent pressure. The menace comes from the entirety of the thicket itself. I understand why the Leopardis stay away from the Sisterhood. I don’t need to meet them to know that anyone who would live in a place like this is not good.

      Suddenly, the Cloisters loom ahead. They are not a set of shining towers as I imagined, but are a decrepit looking stone fortress, intimidating in size and darkness. We go to the only door in the wall and stand there, both of us afraid to knock.

      We’re spared choosing which of us will do it.

      The door creaks open. There is a figure inside, but I can’t quite see what waits for us. My vision clouds as I walk through the door and my ears begin to ring. I reach for Morgaine’s hand and cannot find her. When the ringing subsides and my vision clears, I see her. She’s blinking and calling my name.

      I grab her hand. “I’m here.”

      Her dilated pupils return to normal and she hugs me.

      There are two people watching us. They are tall, and eerily stunning, with nearly translucent white skin and hair, and exaggerated but lovely features. Their eyes are a reddish hue, unfocused and bleary. Unsettlingly, they do not blink. There is a cunning energy around them, and I cannot sense their auras. I feel for otham on instinct, but find they are using it already, draining the stream here almost completely.

      I gasp in shock and the one to the right of me grins, revealing sharp pearly teeth.

      “She knows,” it laughs, in a musical voice that manages to be menacing as it is beautiful.

      “Of course she knows,” the other says. “We knew she was a mystic. The vessels always are. She likes them that way.”

      My skin prickles uncomfortably, and my throat and chest constrict painfully with fear. These are the Sirinvila, and now I understand what I’ve been warned about. They resemble humans, in the same ways gods do, but unlike gods, who have auras and healthy connections to the otham, these creatures are something else.

      Without needing to know the academic explanation I comprehend: they are not People and we are. The innate knowledge is repulsive. I feel their allure, though, and I find myself staring at their bodies in an impolite way.

      The taller of them smiles at me and steps forward. “Greetings, I am Lohke, and this is Sirna. She’s not so interested in women, but I am. Would you like to join me in bed?”

      I stare at them for a moment, admiring their androgynous beauty, knowing as if by instinct that they consider themself both man and woman, not one of the medial genders. In my inner vision, I am tied up in massively complicated ropes, writhing with pleasure. Before I know it I am taking their hand, their long fingers wrapping around mine.

      “Stop it,” Morgaine says, slapping their hand away. “We’re not here for that and you know it. Don’t ask her any more questions.”

      I shake off the groggy lust I felt for the creature a moment ago. I expect them to look angry, or at least annoyed, but instead for a brief flash I sense fear and concern, almost as though they have an aura. It passes quickly though, when the other notices me watching, and a bored rage floods their countenance.

      “What was that?” I ask Morgaine, who seems remarkably clear-headed as she pulls me away from the Sirinvila.

      “They can affect your body’s electrical currents. They make you feel things that aren’t your real feelings. Gods, it feels good to tell someone that.”

      “You forget when you leave?” I ask.

      “No, you don’t forget, but you cannot speak about it, no matter how you try.”

      “We don’t force anything on anyone,” Sirna says. “We simply amplify the feelings you already have.”

      “Well, don’t,” Morgaine orders. “Take us to whoever it is wants to talk with Echo so we can get this over with.”

      “Fine,” Sirna answers, its ethereal face derisive.

      Lohke is still looking at me, and it reaches out a hand to stroke my shoulders. “Exquisite,” it says. “I would like to do so many things to you. Untie all these knots you have here. You would find it very pleasurable.”

      “No, thank you,” I say firmly and it shrugs its narrow shoulders lightly, though I feel that same sense of genuine concern and an underlying urgency. This time I brush it off. Surely the thing is manipulating me.

      “Have your own way then. Stay tied up tight,” it says. “Come, Ilseka is waiting.”

      I look around then and find myself in an ornately decorated hallway. Every part of the walls is carved. Some scenes are beautiful, others sensual, many downright pornographic, and yet others are so terrible I am afraid to look closely. I take Morgaine’s outstretched hand for comfort and we follow the creatures deeper into the building. When we come to an arched doorway at the end of the hall, Sirna knocks.

      “Enter,” commands a haughty voice, and we do, but the two who brought us here stay on the other side.

      “I hope to see you later,” remarks Lohke. “Remember what I offered. I can take you between worlds with pleasure. I can make you scream.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about,” I say, with cheek I don’t quite feel. Something about the way it speaks is strange, almost like a riddle. The thing laughs as it closes the door behind me. Morgaine shoots me a warning look. I shrug, looking around.

      The room is overwhelmingly crowded with things. Dark wooden bookshelves line the walls and are crammed full of books, scrolls, and jars of liquid that contain various preserved creatures and a fair number of severed body parts, including a few heads that I daren’t peer at too closely. I try to focus on the spines of the books, reading the titles. Many are in languages and alphabets I don’t recognize.

      Though the room is large and the ceiling is high, it feels dark and oppressive. Only the huge windows that look out into the forest bring any relief. At least here you can see the trees, and not the terrifying thicket we traveled through to get here.

      In the center of the room sits another of the creatures. Its face is lovely, and its icy hazel eyes are sharply focused, unlike the others. Its hair is long and dark against its pale skin. It’s curvaceous, in much the same way I am, but its body is somehow not quite natural looking. It takes me a little time, but I realize it is attempting to look like me.

      No, not me.

      “Marzana?” I whisper. “You want to look like Marzana?”

      “Or does she want to look like me?” it hisses. I don’t know how to reply to this, so I say nothing.

      “Well, which do you think it is?” the thing that’s trying to wear my face demands.

      “I couldn’t guess,” I reply.

      “Are you Ilseka?” Morgaine asks. “Are you the one who wants to see Echo?”

      The thing smiles at Morgaine and nods. “Yes. I am Ilseka.” It looks at us and laughs. “My we are tense. What is wrong? Were you harmed in the thicket or my halls? Has anyone offered you anything but pleasure?”

      I exhale sharply, already tired of this nonsense. “What is it you want from us? What do you want me to agree to, in order to consider an alliance that supports my sister?”

      “Oh my, this isn’t going at all how I’d planned,” Ilseka says. “We need refreshments and seats for you. How rude of me.”

      Suddenly chairs knock into our knees and I gasp as I fall into my chair.

      “You’re doing that, with otham?” I ask.

      “Of course, kitten. It’s easy. You could do it if you tried.”

      I swallow hard and know that even if I could, I wouldn’t. Sucking the otham up like this is dangerous. I can feel that, and I wonder why Ilseka can’t.

      “It replenishes, of course. We feed it! We would never drain the stream dry.”

      So, this thing can read my mind.

      “Not exactly,” Ilseka says as if replying to my thoughts, “but you are very predictable.”

      “What do you feed it?” I ask. Ilseka wants to socialize with us, and Morgaine looks angrier than a harpy right now, so I’m going to have to try for both of us.

      “Energy, of course. That’s what it is, that’s what it likes.”

      “You mean human energy, from your playthings,” Morgaine remarks bitterly.

      “Their pleasure brings it pleasure,” Ilseka replies with a smile.

      I very much doubt this; that’s not how otham works. Something they’re doing here is beyond corrupt magic. To use up so much, but never deplete the source completely. The science behind it is complicated, I’m sure.

      “Ah, our tea is here,” Ilseka says. Sure enough there’s a soft knock at the door. “Enter, my love,” she purrs.

      I turn to look at who enters and I am stunned. Why didn’t I see this coming?

      Fenric’s eyes carefully avoid mine, but something in his aura is pleading to be seen. I don’t know what it means—he is a mess of confusion and emotional pain. Too many thoughts crowd my mind at once as I remember all the things he said and did that didn’t make sense, but now do. He tried to tell me this half a dozen times, and I wouldn’t listen. His eyes are hollow as he finally looks at me, and I grit my teeth.

      “I knew I recognized you,” Morgaine growls. “I met you the last time I was here. You told me I’d never see my father again. Why couldn’t I remember that?”

      Ilseka giggles and bounces in her chair like a small child at a birthday celebration. Suddenly, she seems like a person to me. A horrible person, but a person all the same. One who plays tricks and gets jealous. One that I can understand, much as I hate that about myself.

      “Isn’t this fun?” she asks. “Reunions shall abound on this trip, my dear. You’ll see your father.”

      How does this work? The Brotherhood does good things. They rescue imprisoned dissidents… And some of them, the ones who don’t know any better end up here. Miyala and June would never consent to allying with these things, if they knew the full extent of what was happening here, would they?

      “Not so fast,” Ilseka says. “June knows what we are and that a very small percentage of those we rescue choose to come here. Like my darling, Fenric. He’s been with me since he was of age, haven’t you my love?”

      Fenric smiles and I’ve never seen him make such a face. “Yes, Ilseka.”

      Then they kiss and Morgaine and I look away as they grope one another.

      “Don’t be jealous,” Ilseka says to me. “Every time he was with you, he was thinking of me, weren’t you my pet?”

      He smiles pleasantly and nods. “I was.”

      I feel stabbed through the heart, but not for the reasons Ilseka thinks. I see the pain in Fenric’s aura. I know he doesn’t want to be here with her anymore. Whatever ties him to her is wrong, so wrong. She wants a reaction, so I let a tear gathering behind my eyes fall, as I bite my lip.

      “Every time he pleasured you, he was thinking of me. That was our little plan, and how we got to know you so well.”

      I don’t miss a beat, because everything depends on me being able to lie quickly and well, but my heart is wild with fear.

      “How could you lie to me like that?” I bark hoarsely, and it’s an honest question.

      Fenric shrugs and grins. “It was easy. I knew just what to say.”

      Morgaine looks angry and I squeeze her hand.

      “They’re lovers now,” Fenric says, casually motioning at the two of us. “She’s a fickle thing.”

      This lie stings as well, but I don’t think he tells it to hurt me. Whatever he’s doing, he’s trying to help the best way he knows how.

      Ilseka claps her hands with delight. “It’s too bad the three of you couldn’t be together. That would have given me something to think on for ages.”

      “May I have a moment with Fenric?” I ask.

      Ilseka laughs, gesturing to the door Fenric entered by. “Of course you may. Step into my private chambers and let him have your rage. He likes things a little rough, so don’t go easy on him.”

      I smile at her, nodding. Morgaine looks ill as she stares at my face. I take Fenric’s hand and yank on his arm.

      “Come then,” I say as cruelly as I can.

      He follows me into Ilseka’s bedchamber and closes the door.

      “We have seconds before she bursts in,” he whispers. “But she can’t hear us. Her bedroom is spelled.”

      Of course it is.

      “Do you want to be here with her?” I ask.

      He looks confused. I am sure he thought I was going to ask something else. “I… don’t know. I used to love her. But now that I’ve been away for so long… things are complicated.”

      “Would she let you leave if you asked her?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I raise my eyebrows incredulously.

      “No. No, I don’t think she would, and I am not sure I could ask.”

      He is confused, that much is clear. His aura is strange here. Bent somehow. Manipulated.

      “Slap me, hard as you can,” he says, suddenly.

      I hesitate, then slap him. Not nearly as hard as I can, but hard enough. As I do Ilseka enters the room, her eyes burning with desire at the sight of me slapping him.

      “Stay with us,” she purrs as she wraps herself around him. “Play with us tonight.”

      “I don’t think I could share him with you,” I remark, trying to sound as casual as possible.

      She smiles, her sharp teeth showing. “Then leave. We will negotiate my terms for our aid tomorrow. If you won’t pay me with your body tonight, we’ll have to think of another way for you to please me tomorrow.”

      Morgaine is at my side now, pulling me away.

      “Let’s go,” she hisses.
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      The problem with lamps is they shine light into dark corners.

      — Relequan Proverb

      

      We exit the same way we came in, but not surprisingly, we aren’t where we started. Sirna is waiting in another hallway, this one lined with windows. I wonder for a brief moment where Lohke has gone. I brush the thought away quickly, annoyed that I am still swayed by their manipulation.

      “I am to take you to a room. You’ll be allowed to stay together so you may give one another pleasure.”

      Its eyes look somewhat more in focus now.

      “Have a wonderful evening,” it says after it pushes open a door.

      We enter a room with a veritable pool of a bathtub sunk into the floor at its center and a bed. Our packs are nowhere to be seen, and there’s a meal laid out on a low table. The door closes with a soft thud and I hear a complicated lock snick into place.

      “That was awful,” I groan, slumping to the floor next to the table.

      She glares at me, saying nothing as she sits across from me.

      “Is it safe to eat?” I ask Morgaine, figuring I might as well know whether I’m to starve while I’m here.

      Morgaine shrugs. “I’ve never heard anything about it being poisoned or drugged. They want your real consent, at first anyway. Their magic works better that way.”

      I grimace at her and pick up an apple. I am ravenous.

      “They actually value privacy,” she says. “So I doubt this room has listening spells of any kind, though I’ve no doubt they can do that kind of magic.”

      “They value… privacy?” After seeing the display between Fenric and Ilseka that’s hard to believe.

      “Yes, she was showing off,” Morgaine says and there’s acid in her tone.

      “I never slept with him,” I say, touching her arm. I don’t know if it matters to her, but in case it does, I want her to know.

      “What?” she asks. “But they can’t lie.”

      “They can’t?” I ask, in wonder.

      “No, but they trick you just the same. So if you didn’t sleep with him, why does she believe you did? She can read his memories.”

      “I don’t know. Could he have tricked her somehow?” I think of the auletris in Port Thraice, and how I never saw him drink alcohol before we arrived there. Perhaps that had something to do with it.

      “Why would he do that? And how would that even work?”

      “I don’t know. We could have slept together, but we didn’t – he kept putting me off. Maybe he was trying to subvert her plans somehow.”

      Morgaine sits on the bed and looks thoughtful. “What did you say to him when you were alone?”

      “I asked him if he wanted to be here with her.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He said he didn’t know.”

      Her face is calm when she asks, “How did that make you feel.”

      “Awful,” I say honestly.

      Her shoulders slump and she looks at her hands.

      “Because I don’t think he can really consent to her now. I don’t think he, or any of their ‘energy sources’ can leave if they want to, if it occurs to them to want to. Do you?”

      “I know they can’t,” she says sadly and I am instantly sorry, remembering her father.

      “I apologize, of course you know that,” I say, gently. “I’m just so angry about what is happening here. It’s horrifying.”

      “You don’t need to convince me, Echo,” she says. “I know this all already. No one ever believes they are so horrible because they rescue dissidents, but they are monsters. They use good deeds to mask horrendous ones.”

      There’s not much more to say.

      “I am exhausted,” she murmurs.

      “Why don’t you take a nap?”

      “Can you rest too?”

      “No, but don’t let that stop you.”

      She kicks off her boots and curls up under the green brocade coverlet. Her eyes close and she begins to breathe deeply. I wait until I’m sure she’s fallen completely asleep before looking around. One of us should rest, and I know I won’t be able to.

      There are shelves of books from the floor to the ceiling on one end of the room and a wall of windows. The bed takes up nearly half of another wall and I find a small commode with a sink next to a closet door and the door to the room.

      I try the door out of the room and find it locked from the other side. I’m not surprised, but it was worth checking. I do find there’s a bolt that will keep anyone from walking in on us and I lower it quietly, securing it against any who would try to take us by surprise. I don’t doubt this is some kind of ruse, and that there are other ways into the room if they want in, but it makes me feel better.

      I look at the pool and see that the water is circulating. I’m relieved to find when I reach out that it’s not powered by otham, but by some other means. I could use a bath, so I undress and slip into the water. I wash and the soapsuds flow out through a small hole in the side. The water remains deliciously hot no matter what. This place is terrible in many ways, but this bathtub is genius.

      I wash my hair with some divine-smelling cleansing oils, and when I reach for a creamy nourishing treatment a rough voice says, “Let me.”

      The water circulating is noisy inside the pool and I’ve completely missed Morgaine rising and slipping out of her clothes and into a dressing gown. Her eyes burn with desire and she sits next to the edge of the pool, dangling her calves into the water.

      I back up between her legs and sit on the small ledge that goes around the inside perimeter of the tub. It is deep enough that only my shoulders are above the water, but the water is clear and she has full view of my body.

      She warms the creamy balm in her palms, rubs it into the ends of my hair, and then rinses it clean, running her fingers up the back of my neck and through my scalp, pulling my hair gently. I lean into her lap and though I want to lift my face to be kissed I don’t.

      “What would Eryn say?” I ask softly.

      “Nothing good,” she replies. “But I’m starting to wonder if we’re going to make it out of here alive, or at all.”

      Neither of us says anything for a while and she finishes washing my hair. It feels good to be cared for and so I try to let it be what it is. Just this one moment, that won’t go any further. I don’t dare to ask to return the favor.

      “Would you like to bathe?” I ask.

      “Yes,” she replies from behind me. “Do you mind?”

      I know what she’s asking and I exit the pool, wrapping myself in a towel without turning to look at her, though I feel her eyes on me all the same. I find another dressing gown on a hook and slip into it as I listen to Morgaine splash in the tub.

      I drag a chair to the windows and face out. The sun is setting and I watch the forest for any sign of the thing in the thicket. There’s nothing to see, only trees and snow. Not even a bird. I hear Morgaine get out of the bath, and she pulls a chair next to mine, but doesn’t sit down. She’s dragging the table of food between us.

      “Let’s eat.” Her voice is weary.

      We do so in silence. I’m surprised at how comfortable I am sitting quietly with her, in this terrifying place, with the weight of everything on both of us. I steal a look at her, and find her face is peaceful, but her eyes are burdened by thought.

      She turns to me and we look at one another for a long time in harmony. Something about this, us, feels inevitable, beyond my understanding. We can push each other away, and focus on our duty, but this is how things are between us, comfortable and filled with a rightness I can’t deny.

      “We should both try to sleep, don’t you think?” she suggests after a time, rising from her seat.

      I follow her to the bed, and climb in. She stays on her side, and I on mine, but we look at each other until I fall asleep. I wake to find her back in her chair, reading a book. Dawn hasn’t yet arrived, but the sky through the window is getting lighter.

      “Have they come for us?” I ask, my head bleary.

      She shakes her head but points to the cart, which is now full of breakfast food. I am a little amazed. “Did that just appear?”

      She nods.

      “This place is creepy. They shouldn’t use otham so wastefully.”

      “You don’t know the half of it,” she says, and she hands me the book. Yesterday’s date is printed on the spine and inside it chronicles our walk through the thicket in nauseating detail. I am glad we didn’t speak much. I notice there are piles of others like it scattered around the bed.

      “I found the day I came to see my father,” she says. “It’s over there. And all the days he came here before he left us are over there.” She’s pointing to different piles and her aura crackles under her frayed nerves.

      “They put us in here on purpose,” I remind her. “They’re manipulating us somehow.”

      “Probably,” she says, “but you should read this one.”

      I take the book she offers and look at the date, just a year after Miyala and I came to live with June and Paulo. I have a bad feeling about what I’ll find. I almost hand the book back to Morgaine. She nods pointedly at it, so I open the book and begin to read.

      Sure enough, it’s my parents. They’re as smart as we were and barely speak, but Paulo does say one thing of interest right before they go inside.

      “If they keep me, tell the children how much I love them. Tell Miyala I know she will be the best leader this world has known, and that she can think of ways to fix what’s broken. That she is powerful, more so than she knows. And Bori, you must tell him that he doesn’t always have to be brave or strong. That he must love too, and find someone who loves as big as he does.”

      I whisper to the Paulo in the book, “He found her, Baba.”

      I read on. “Tell Echo everything. Don’t keep things from her. Tell her everything, June, she can handle it. I know you think she’s fragile, but she’s not. She can handle what’s coming and she must know it all. Don’t let her go into the last battle without knowing everything.”

      It ends there and when they come out again, they don’t speak, but run. I tear the page from the book and another appears in its place, exactly the same. I fold the page. It disintegrates in my hands so I read it until I have it memorized.

      “They’ll never let you remember it,” Morgaine says. “Or they’ll let you, but you’ll never be able to tell them what he said, or ask June what Paulo meant.”

      I throw the book across the room, my chest heaving with anger. How dare they shove the two of us in here with these awful ledgers. I know they’re manipulating us. I feel it in every instinct I have. I think of Ilseka’s threat to find a way for me to please her in exchange for the Sirinvila’s help.

      I know this cannot possibly be what Mi and June thought would happen here. Paulo and June may have come here, and June may know something about what the Sirinvila do, but I know my family and I know Ilseka is bending the truth. Suddenly, I remember Yoonai’s parting words: “Things in the far north are rarely as they seem at first glance. Remember who we are, don’t let anything make you forget.”

      I know what I have to do, and what she was trying to tell me. Like Morgaine, she remembers this place, but couldn’t speak of it directly. I am willing to bet that somewhere in these thousands of ledgers there is a story about Yoonai, one she can’t tell, but she tried. I missed Morgaine trying to tell me about Eryn, and Fenric trying to tell me about the Sisterhood. I won’t miss this.

      I will not let Yoonai down. I cannot let Yoonai, or Miyala, or my entire family down. It occurs to me that even if June doesn’t know it yet, I may not actually be here to gain the Sirinvila as an ally. I think of what it could do to Miyala’s reputation to be allied with them, and I will not have it.

      I begin to pace, an idea coming together in my mind. It’s probably a terrible plan, but I’m not sure I have another choice.

      “Get dressed,” I say to Morgaine as I pull my own clothes on. “We’re done here.”

      Morgaine’s eyes brighten and she grins. “You have a plan?”

      “Yes…well, maybe. I have an idea anyway. I need a little quiet time.”

      I don’t want to say much more in case they’re listening somehow. I’m still not sure I believe Morgaine about them valuing privacy. I pull my clothes on and look to Morgaine to see if she’s with me.

      She nods and I think she’s understanding me, at least a little. I am no mystic, no matter what those creatures think, but a plan is forming. I don’t know any spells, or complicated rituals, but I’ve flowed with otham since I was a child and it knows me. When we are dressed I warn Morgaine, “If this works, we may need to run.”

      “What are you going to do?” she asks.

      “Bring this place to its knees,” I reply, throwing caution to the wind.

      She grins again. “You are devastating, Echo. You’re one of the most exciting people I’ve ever met.”

      “I feel the same about you. This might be a godsawful mess. I’m either going to bring this place down around us, do absolutely nothing, or just make them very angry at us. Are you alright with those options?”

      She nods and steps away from me to give me a little more room as I begin to stretch. If there is anything I know about otham, it’s that it loves to be free. I begin a quick sequence of breath and movement, and slip onto the spiriti valem.

      The stream of otham is hard to find here, but when I do, it is in pain. I’m not used to seeing it this way. Usually it’s a force, not something more akin to a conscious being. It always has a mild sentience, but usually it’s less able to focus its attention.

      “Hello,” I say to it. It’s worth a try. I can feel it trying to speak and I remember something Raven told me once about magic being will made manifest, so I ask it a question I’ve learned is the key to unlocking many doors: “May I help you?”

      I feel its consent so I put my hand into the trickling stream and concentrate. I focus on the otham being able to tell me what it needs, how I can help. I show it all the different kinds of ways it might tell me, mixing my will with its desire for aid.

      An answer comes in a mix of words and images, but the message is clear— it wants its freedom. The way it communicates is familiar to me, as it is so much like Bayun’s way of talking. I ask it to show me all the places where the Sirinvila are using its energy and the web is complicated and dense. There’s too many wills at work, too much spellwork binding it. I don’t know what to do.

      I feel a hand grip mine in my physical body and I hear Morgaine say, “Keep looking, you can figure it out.”

      I must be speaking aloud.

      “Let’s start with the thicket,” I say to the otham and Morgaine both.

      I walk to the place in the spiriti valem where the spellwork for the thicket is clustered. At first I cannot see anything there, but when I say so to the otham, something shifts, almost imperceptibly at first. Then slowly, the spellwork begins to appear as a knot of energy.

      I remember the way Lohke kept repeating things about knots and ropes and I understand. They were trying to tell me this. Another clue I missed. I have no time to chastise myself. I reach out, wondering if I can touch it, affect it. When I find I can, I begin to work it with my fingers as quickly as I can.

      It begins to loosen, and a great deal of otham is freed. The stream’s flow strengthens now, and I find other places where the magic isn’t active spells and rituals, but regular looking knots that have been set in place and left alone. I can’t do anything about any of the spells the Sirinvila are actively working, but some of these are bigger spells they’ve set on a course and left alone, with little interference.

      The stronger the stream gets, the easier the knots are to untie. Soon the stream rushes, louder than a river, and stronger. Now that more of it is free, I can see why they chose this spot—this is a convergence, a meeting of many smaller streams. I have never seen one before, but Malikai has warned me many times before traveling to avoid them if I sense one. Most mystics and Raothami avoid them because the otham at a convergence is too overwhelming, and it’s possible to get sucked deep into the otherworld.

      Get out of this house, it roars in my ears and I pull out of my spirit body and into my physical one to find that the door is flung open.

      “Let’s go!” I yell and we start running.

      There is a maze of hallways now and all the doors are opening. Humans with cloudy eyes stumble through them.

      “Come with us!” I shout. Many follow.

      Morgaine and I herd as many as we can, but some slump to the floor in confusion. We pause, panic in both our eyes. We can’t leave them, but neither can the two of us help all of them.

      Suddenly Lohke appears. I brace myself for a fight, but they shake their head and place one hand in front of them as if to stop me. “You understood me,” they say, smiling broadly. I notice their teeth are not sharp the way the others’ are. “I have much to tell you, but we haven’t the time now. Find me in the city of spires when you come south.”

      Morgaine’s eyes are wild with terror and she is about to rush the tall Sirinvila when they simply disappear. We stare at each other for the briefest of moments, stunned. It hadn’t used the slightest bit of manipulation, and I could have sworn I sensed aura around it.

      People are surging around us now, and we’re shoved into the alcove of a doorway. I know we can’t afford to slow down like this. Hands grab us both and pull us into the fray.

      It’s Fenric. “Ilseka is gathering what power she has left against you,” he says, pushing me away from the people left in the hallway. “You have to get out.”

      “So do you,” I yell, pulling him along with me. “It’s not me she’s fighting against. It’s the otham, I set it free,” I scream above the roar.

      He stops and his mouth falls open. “You set the otham free? Ilseka is fighting it? You’re not a mystic?”

      “I have no control over what it does and we have to get these people out of here before the place collapses. The otham means to destroy it.”

      “Papa?” I hear Morgaine shout as she grabs a dazed looking man’s arm. He looks at her, but there’s no indication he recognizes her.

      “It’s me, Morgaine,” she says.

      “My Morgaine is only eight,” he murmurs, “and you’re full grown.”

      The walls begin to rumble and little pieces of stone crumble down from the ceiling. The air constricts, as if the space we’re standing in is too tight. I hear the otham sound a warning from the other side.

      “We don’t have time for this,” I cry. “The otham is going to bring this place down. Now.”

      It brings me into its eye for a moment and I see the Sisterhood, gathered together chanting, all of them trying their best to control the burst dam of power.

      Leave, before we destroy you along with them, it warns. We do not want to, little Knot-Breaker, but we will if we have to.

      Its voice isn’t sad anymore, it is angry.

      “Go!” I shout to Fenric and he begins to run as the walls shake again.

      The feeling of the air tightening grows stronger, and I feel as though my outsides are being sucked inward. It gets harder to run, but I push forward as hard as I can. I follow Fenric’s movements, as he pulls every human he sees into the stream of people in front of us. We push them, screaming for them to move faster every step of the way.

      The closer we get to the open front doors, the easier it becomes to run, and the people in front of us begin to sprint. Morgaine has a tight hold on her father, and thankfully he is running. We run out into the cold and I feel the otham breathe a sigh of relief. I don’t see anyone behind us. It’s possible we all made it out, though I fear there are more inside that couldn’t be helped.

      I urge people to move further away from the building. I don’t know what the otham will do, but I know being close to the Cloisters won’t be good for us. We stumble towards the trees, away from the thicket and the fortress.

      Then there is an ear-splitting snap and we are knocked to our knees. I turn back to look at the Cloisters, hands over my ears. The air contracts sharply and the building does not crumble, or fall down, it simply sucks in upon itself and disappears, taking the horrific thicket along with it.

      There are nearly thirty adult humans of all nationalities around us, all staring at the place where the Cloisters used to be. The wood is eerily quiet, as no one quite dares to breathe or speak. Many of them aren’t dressed for the cold and they begin to shiver.

      Now that the thicket is gone, the path back to the road is wide open. Morgaine wraps her arms around her father, and I ask her to gather everyone the best she can and wait for me to get Jax and Uffi with supplies. Many of the people that were inside the Cloisters look ill; we need to get them warm and moving quickly.

      I run down the road and I feel the otham singing underneath my feet. Thank you, Knot-Breaker, it says. Shall we grant you a boon?

      I stop, wondering what it can do.

      “Can you send us all to the Leopardis winter settlement?” I ask. “The two in that clearing, and all four dyr and the red cat too?”

      Certainly, it says. But that is a small favor. Would you like a larger one as well?

      I nod, but I’m not sure what to ask for.

      Think carefully, the otham says, because when we have granted you these favors, we have one to ask of you as well. We want this place left in peace.

      “I will do what I can to make sure that happens,” I promise. I remember what we wanted when we came here. We wanted allies, but we also wanted information.

      “I have two requests. Is that too much?”

      We will tell you what is too much, it says in a booming reproach inside my head. You are the Knot-Breaker though, it says a bit more softly, and we shall do what we can to help you.

      “First, we came here to ask the Sisterhood to help us. My sister is to be queen—" I begin to explain.

      We know of the child and have interpreted the great prophecy ourselves, the otham interrupts. So too, do we know of your quest.

      “Can you help us?” I feel it pulsing around me and I get the impression it is thinking.

      We shall help you when the Ravenni agree to join your cause.

      “You’ll work with them?”

      We will, if they agree your cause is just.

      “Fair enough. But we can’t work with them until we know who imprisoned Aryx, their Watcher.”

      That is easy. The High Priestess. Is that all you want to know, little one? We would answer one more question, if you wished to ask.

      “Do you know everything?”

      I feel a rumble and it would seem the otham is laughing.

      We know many things, but not all. What do you wish to know?

      “Do you know how to destroy the Legionnaire’s vessel?” There is no answer and I think I may have made it angry. “I’m sorry if that was the wrong thing to ask. Please, help us get to the winter settlement, those people need healing.”

      It is dangerous to anger the Legionnaire, the otham says, quietly now. But it will destroy this world, slowly but surely. It will feed upon you all ‘til the stars go dark and then it will come for the vale.

      I wait. A breeze rustles my hair and I am cold.

      Do you already know the vessel? it asks.

      “Yes,” I reply, not wanting to waste my last question on something we already know. “But we don’t know how to destroy it yet.”

      There is another long pause and I only feel the rushing stream. For a moment the otham feels wild again, without this new, strange sentience. Then it returns, and answers.

      It can only be destroyed when it has nowhere to run. Then the Miyel’karai must act as a conduit for the power of a limenara, full to the brim, and then extinguished completely.

      My mind is spinning and I feel woozy for a moment, realizing what it must mean. I close my eyes and when I open them I am standing in a clearing, with Fenric, Morgaine and her father, the humans from the Cloisters, Uffi and Jax, the dyr and Bayun, who jumps into my arms yowling.

      “Thank you,” I whisper to the otham.

      Remember your promise to help us. Keep people away from the Cloisters. We must purify ourselves.

      I nod, reaffirming my promise. I don’t know how I’ll keep it, but I’m going to try.

      Visit us on the spiriti valem, Knot-Breaker. We like your questions, and this form your will made for us to answer you.

      I wonder if I’ve made a mistake, but it is too late to do anything else. I cuddle Bayun as I watch Leopardis from the settlement rush towards us. My knees are weak and I sink to the ground.

      We will have to be very organized, and Miyala will need everyone on her side to make sure the world does not succumb to chaos when the Warlord falls. I am sad I will not be there to see her reign, but in the meantime, I plan to live fully.

      You touched too much power, Bayun says clearly in my mind. There’s no accompanying images, but clear speech.

      Are you going to talk all the time now? I ask, mind to mind.

      If the otham and Nyx can do it, then so can I, he replies.

      I find I have nothing to say in return. I’m spent. Someone sits down next to me, and I know without looking, it’s Fenric.

      “I am so sorry, Echo,” he says. “I wanted to tell you everything, but I couldn’t. It was Ilseka’s will that no one could ever speak of what happened there.”

      “Was any of it real?” I ask him. I change my mind. “No, don’t answer. I don’t want to know.”

      Morgaine is talking to her father, and someone who must be her mother has spotted the two of them. Eryn runs to embrace her, and though Morgaine hugs her back, she turns her head slightly when Eryn kisses her, avoiding her mouth. I wonder at that, but try not to let hope bloom in me. People are bringing blankets and recognizing long lost loved ones. I don’t want to be a part of this.

      “Help me up,” I say and Fenric stands, pulling me with him.

      We walk to the settlement and I can barely take in how lovely it is as he helps me into a huge chair on a porch that looks as though it’s part of a common building. He settles in at my feet, and leans against my legs, as we watch the people below.

      “It was all real,” he says finally. “I fell in love with you, Echo. I tried to protect you from her as best I could. They wanted you to bring Marzana into this world to fight the Legionnaire and they tried to make me trick you into it.”

      This is too much information. I’m shutting down.

      “Well, they’re going to get what they wanted,” I murmur and he spins around to look at me.

      “What do you mean?” Always so demanding.

      “Can I trust you?”

      “Yes,” he replies, after a long pause. “I know you don’t feel the same way about me as I do you, but you can trust me.”

      “Miyala has to channel the lifeforce of a limenara, full of their god, to kill the Warlord. It will kill both Marzana and I, I believe. I don’t know how we’re going to trick her into it, but it seems like the only way.”

      His face is horror stricken, but he doesn’t say he won’t let it happen, or try to convince me that we’ll find another way. He doesn’t suggest we use Malikai, or find someone else, or any of that. At least he knows me well enough to know I will never agree to that.

      “Don’t tell anyone,” I say. “This is a dangerous thing to know, and I have to find a way to get word to Miyala before spring.”

      He gets up and says, “I’ll go. I’ll find a way through the pass.”

      “Now?” I ask, incredulous.

      He laughs and looks at his hands in embarrassment. “Well, no, I am actually very tired. Would tomorrow be alright?”

      I nod and he sits back down. “I don’t want anyone here to know what I have to do, alright?”

      He raises an eyebrow.

      “I’d like some peace before I go, not people trying to talk me into other ways of doing things. I made a promise to Miyala that I plan to keep. Can you understand?”

      His eyes are pained, but he nods.

      “Do you think you can ever forgive me?” he asks after a while.

      “I already do,” I say, meaning it. What Ilseka did to him was wrong, and though I might have handled things differently, I can’t say what he should have done. It’s easy to forgive him.

      “Could you love me back?” There’s pain in his voice.

      “I don’t know,” I answer honestly. “Don’t wait for me to figure it out, I’m about to expire.”

      He smiles, sadly, and doesn’t respond. Bayun flops down next to him and purrs, unbothered by the dark nature of our conversation. I wonder what he knows that I do not, but I don’t ask.

      “Do you think she’ll forgive me?” I ask, and he follows my gaze, which is affixed to Eryn, Morgaine and her family. “For not telling her? Do you think she’ll forgive me when I’m gone?”

      “No,” he says. “I wouldn’t. But I’d keep loving you anyway.”

      “Don’t leave tomorrow,” I say. “The pass will open in a few weeks naturally. Go then.”

      My eyes are closing and I feel him tuck a blanket around me.

      “Rest, Echo,” I hear him say. “We live to fight another day.”
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      Behold, the cosmos set before them open doors, which no one may ever shut, though shut they must, by the Voyager’s hand. And by the Miyel’karai’s power, shall the brimfull Vessel of Starfire and Vessel of War meet their end. When the last witch queen rises from battle, there shall be born a new world, bright and terrible as a newborn star and in it shall she guide the People.

      — from The Prophecy of Alcyone, translated by Atalanta

      

      The first wildflowers are starting to bloom, and it is nearly time to go. It has been a peaceful end to winter, but I am restless. I’m ready to meet Malikai and see Nyx.

      After the Cloisters were destroyed, we spent days sleeping and resting. When the Leopardis healers allowed the Cloister survivors and myself out of the healing house, I noticed that Eryn no longer clung to Morgaine. In fact, she avoided her, and me, pointedly. At first, I avoided them both, preferring to spend my time with the Leopardis warriors and mystics, learning all from them I could. But I felt Morgaine watching me as I made my way around the winter settlement.

      Then as a part of her own recovery Morgaine started racing, and I had to see her. It took her awhile before she started winning again. Now, she wins nearly every race, and I don’t miss a single event I know she’ll be at. I look for Eryn, but never see her, and wonder if they are truly done, but I’m not brave enough to ask.

      I am nearly recovered from our ordeal at the Cloisters. Helping the otham drained me and made me sick for weeks. Fenric left as soon as the healers were sure I’d make a full recovery. He kissed me when he left, once, and I don’t know what to make of it, or how to feel about him. I know I am grateful for what he is doing and I know I meant what I said. I could love him. I could, but I don’t know if I will.

      This morning I woke early. Bayun is restless and we talk often about our plans to meet Malikai and Nyx. We walk together into the wide meadow outside the settlement to find the herd, but they aren’t there. No one is. I spread the blanket I brought with me and sink onto it, happy to have the sun on my face and some time away from the bandspeople. I love them dearly, but they are not my family, and I am feeling pent up and crowded.

      Bayun reclines beside me for a while, blinking in the sunlight, tail curling happily. I rub his belly and he bats my hands with his giant paws, nipping at me lazily. Big as he is, he is still a littling in so many ways. Suddenly, he perks up and I look behind me to find Morgaine on the trail, coming towards us.

      Bayun sits at attention, waiting to be greeted.

      “Hello, little prince,” she says reverently, her voice an alto symphony of respect for him.

      He nuzzles her hand in return and then scampers off, chasing ghosts in the meadow. Traitor.

      I smell her as she sits down next to me, all fresh moss and vetiver. She sits close, but isn’t touching me. We are quiet for a while, in that familiar comfort I’ve come to understand I’ll find only with her.

      “I told Eryn I’m leaving with you,” she says.

      “And she is angry.”

      “No. I mean, yes, she’s angry, but not about that exactly. She knew I’d leave again.”

      I daren’t look at her, or even breathe.

      “I told her how I feel about you,” she says after an excruciatingly long pause.

      “And how is that?” I ask, turning finally to look at her, resting my cheek on my bent knees, curling into myself.

      “Surely you know?” she murmurs, brushing the hair from my face.

      I blink at her slowly, like I would at Bayun. I don’t know what to say. My secret feels tangible, here in this moment. This is when I should tell her what I know. I open my mouth to say it, and she covers it with her own.

      We kiss deeply, and I lie back on the blanket, pulling her down on top of me. Her hands are in my hair and her Relequan amulet clinks against mine as she pulls me closer, reminding me of the places we will go together soon. I want to lose myself in her.

      “I love you,” she murmurs in my ear, and I stop, sitting up.

      “You… What did you say?”

      She pulls me to her and says, “I love you.”

      “Say it again,” I beg.

      “I love you, Echo.”

      I sigh happily and lay down again. I can tell her everything tomorrow, or on the road. Right now, I only want this. She lays down next to me and kisses me again and again.
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      It took the shrunken creature too long to find the one Otham calls Knot-Breaker. It can’t stop hearing their voice in its head, torturing it with taunts and threats. If we ever find you we will kill you, Otham screams, in all its terrible voices, so run far.

      It should have known Otham would overpower the Sisterhood in the end. It knows that well, but the thing doesn’t like to be bested. So it searched every night for the Knot-Breaker, knowing its revenge will be sweet when it finds her.

      It finds more than the Knot-Breaker though, in a field of wildflowers. It finds her lover as well, and this will do just fine for the thing that was once the Sirinvila, Ilseka. After all, this is the wretched girl that took Fenric away, and destroyed everything that Ilseka valued.

      It realized after the destruction that the boy had tricked her to save the girl, the echo of death. He had shown her images of the kinds of things she liked best in the bedroom, mixed with images of him kissing the echo of Marzana, and she hadn’t bothered to look closer to see that the bodies did not match.

      She’d been satisfied with him then, but now she is an it again, returned to her soul’s truest form by Otham’s final trick, and it will have its revenge on Fenric too. His time will come, but hers is now.

      It has a knife and it can throw it straight and true, and it will start with the lover, to hear the girl scream, and then move on to cutting out her heart. Once it eats the Knot-Breaker’s heart, it is sure it will become Ilseka again, and that is what it longs for most. It wants to wear the curves of the demon-goddess again, to pretend away the memory of being a thing.

      So it raises its arm to throw the knife and make its meal, but the echo catches sight of it at the last second, pushing her lover out of the way and throwing a knife of her own. The thing lives just long enough to hear the lover scream and watch her press her hand to the girl’s chest.

      It hears the lover call for help, but it knows it struck true.

      The thing is sorry to die so soon, and it would have liked to stretch the girl’s pain out a bit longer, but this will do. It dies to the sound of the lover’s sobs, and is satisfied.
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        * * *

      

      Somewhere in the dark another thing stirs, feeling the door it made so long ago swing wildly open. It can walk through if it wants to and unfurl within the girl. This is not the choice it wishes to make, but it cannot stay in this prison any longer.

      There are moments left, before the girl disappears entirely. Even now only the most important bits of her hang on to the aether, swirling around. It gathers them all up as it unfurls. Dangerous as keeping them is, they’ll be useful. It’s worth the risk to keep her essence alive, if it means an easier transformation. It opens its eyes to a new world.
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        * * *

      

      “Thank gods and saints,” someone yells, and kisses its lips. “Don’t worry, Echo, we’ll get you some help.”

      “Who are you?” the thing asks, curious at the raspy sound of the girl’s voice. Its voice, for now.

      “It’s me, Morgaine,” the someone says. “Help is coming. I love you. Everything will be alright.”

      All these emotions, after so long in the dark place, they are sweeter than it remembered. It gathers together the pieces of Echo it took while unfurling and puts them in a little box and tucks it away for later. Likely, there’s not enough of her there to make trouble, if it is careful about how it uses them.

      The thing inside Echo smiles and feels her lips, its lips now, turn up with pleasure. “I love you too, Morgaine,” it says in the girl’s voice and thinks to itself, this will be fun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Glossary

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Alcyone: A famous Sirini oracle. Most of her work was translated by Ravenni high priestess and scholar, Atalanta.

      Aquavia: Waterways used as roads and to improve the removal of waste in Kilm.

      Argenti: Huge silver catfish that populate the aquavias of Kilm.

      Auletrides: A member of one of the Houses of Auletrides, who primarily operate as sexual companions. They wear distinctive silver bracelets to signify when they are open to being approached for work. They are the second-richest organization in Orn.

      Band: A group of people, bound together by culture and common purpose, often nomadic, though some create permanent and semi-permanent settlements.

      Bayami: A Solaran term of endearment that loosely translates to “troublesome little sister.”

      Binding: A blood ritual that binds participants to one another in a variety of ways.

      Boulsanguinatae: the punishment for Orinians who break the Binding with the Warlord, which involves their blood boiling, resulting in a quick death.

      Chimani: A group of nomads that traverse the Midcountries and Northern Reaches. Some Chimani bands create semi-permanent settlements in realms that allow this (such as Orn). The Chimani are purveyors of fine crafts, foods and performance art. Often artisans from each realm join them and integrate into the life of the band.

      Cynae: A large draconae bird, with black feathers, a long, curved beak, and iridescent wing feathers. Cynae often work as messengers, as they adore sparkling stones and shiny glass pieces.

      Demonae: Creatures indigenous to Orn, with mostly mammalian characteristics, though they can exhibit chimeraeic qualities as well. Like the draconae, they are highly intelligent and independent and have a strong connection to the otham, which gives them extraordinary abilities. Often, humans interact with them as though they are common animals, using them for transport, messenger services, and exerting “ownership” over them. This is, of course, problematic, as they are sentient beings with wills of their own.

      Draconae: Creatures indigenous to Orn, with avian and reptilian characteristics. Southern draconae exhibit highly chimeraeic qualities. See demonae for commentary on the problematic nature of human relationships with draconae.

      Elementals: Non-corporeal denizens of a planet in relatively close proximity to the elsewhere the otham primarily exists in.

      Equum Rubrum: See Legionnaire.

      Glamour: A spell that obscures or changes the way something looks on the surface. Its true nature does not disappear, but depending on the strength of the glamour may or may not fade over time.

      Heilan coo: A shaggy cow. Though they are beautiful and magical-seeming creatures, they are not native to Interra. You have them in your elsewhere as well.

      Hetaira: A member of the House of Hetaira, who act both as courtesans and social planners. They wear distinctive gold bracelets to signify when they are open to be approached for work and are the richest organization in Orn.

      Houses of the Demimonde: An international guild of courtesans. The Demimonde is comprised of the single House of Hetaira and many Houses of Auletrides.

      Hysan: Equine demonae that resemble Earthan draft horses in form and size, though they are lighter, more nimble, and with the notable exception that they have a set of ridged horns that protrude from their foreheads. These horns are used to ram or impale opponents in battle. They imprint on human riders of their choosing, and can develop a telepathic bond with them over time (if and when they choose to do so; the human rider has no real control over the species, no matter what they think). You may reference a “Friesian horse” if you’d like to see “what a hysan might look like” in your elsewhere.

      Interra: The planet the Ten Realms are located on.

      Legionnaire, the: One of four legendary harbingers of destruction. Interrans know them as the Devourers. You may have encountered them in your elsewhere as “horsemen” or “riders.”

      Limenara: A human vessel for an Elemental being to inhabit. Once inhabited, the human’s consciousness typically evanesces, and they no longer exist (even in the otherworlds or afterworlds).

      Medial Genders: Each of the ten realms understands gender a bit differently, but since the Midcountries’ belief in binary gender (based only on “biological traits”) is so dangerous for all other Interrans, there is a basic understanding of gender on the continent that puts “masculine” and “feminine” genders at linear ends of a binary, with anything in between being understood as “medial.” This does not indicate that there are three genders, but that there is a spectrum of gendered ideas, and that it varies by culture, location, and the individual person.

      Neythe: The goddess of vengeance and righteous fury. She is often depicted as having the head of a snow leopard and when not depicted in a meditative state, she carries a war-scythe and is often considered to be a goddess of death. Those killed by Neythe’s agents are said to be cleansed of their sins and they may travel safely to the afterworld.

      Obszerny boulsanguinatae: The Warlord’s punishment if he breaks one of the five promises. This is a more prolonged version of the boulsanginatae.

      Opynicus: See Watchers.

      Otham: The lifeforce that powers all worlds. In some elsewheres, otham can be used to do obvious magic. In others, it is the force behind creativity, hope, and prayer.

      Ovis: A stubborn and sturdy demonae that closely resembles a very large mountain ram.

      Raotham: A spiritual practice that aligns the practitioner closely with the otham, resulting in greater clarity about the self, and the practitioner’s surroundings. The chief aim of Raotham is to unite the mind and body. Advanced Raothami practitioners and masters may sometimes develop extrasensory skills such as sensing auras, slight precognition, and what may appear to be “mind reading” abilities.

      Ravenni: A society of witches, closely aligned with Raotham practitioners, with the difference that instead of more passively aligning with the otham, the Ravenni seek to work with the otham actively and utilize it to wield power.

      Relequan: A nomadic desert people who primarily reside in the Black Sands region. They are known for their extraordinary equine companions, the hysans.

      Rendyr: A giant species of demonae deer who primarily reside with the Taigal bands of the Solaran Empire, as well as the Valkun.

      Shadowed Ones: Sometimes loosely classified as “Elementals,” the history of the Shadowed Ones and their origins is complicated. The Shadowed Ones are often worshipped as gods on Interra.

      Sirin: The homeworld of the Sirinvila and the Sirini.

      Sirini: The Sirini are part bird, part “human” in appearance. Like the Sirinvila, their morals and motivations are difficult for humans to understand, though the Sirin tend to have more positive interactions with humans than the Sirinvila do. Some Sirini have the ability to prophesy. Alcyone is the most famous of the Sirini oracles.

      Sirinvila: One of the primary people of Sirin, the Sirnvila are adept at manipulating power for their own purposes. They are rumored not to be able to lie, though they certainly are able to avoid the truth. Their morals are difficult to understand, but they are not wholly evil.

      Spiriti Valem: The world between worlds. The spirit paths. The spiriti valem is the home of the otham.

      Small Gods: Demonae or draconae who choose to spend a significant portion of their lives devoted to a place or person.

      Taigal bands: Bands who traverse the taigal lands of Valkun and Solara.

      Watchers: The eleven Watchers of Interra are draconaeic and demonaeic creatures devoted to a region or group of people on the Continent. Not much is known about the motivations of the Watchers, though humans generally believe they are committed to enforcing justice in their region. Watchers tend to be larger in size than typical draconae and demonae, more connected to the otham, and deeply invested in human affairs.
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      They say it takes a village to raise a child, but perhaps the saying should be “It takes a village to birth a book.” It certainly has in my case. First and last, my full-circle partner in all of this, who has read every version there’s ever been of this book (even when I was calling it “Outlaws of Orn,” lol), I need to thank Annie D’Orazio, who never gives up, and has talked me off every ledge I’ve ever sat on. This book, and my life, wouldn’t be the same without you. Thank you for helping me find just the right words. 

      My critique partner, Holly Karlsson, is an amazing author and has worked out more issues of story and publishing with me than I thought possible. You are a gift to me, my own true saint, and I am so grateful we walk together in this life. You turned this book around in a truly dark hour, and if people love it, it will be because you saw the places it could be better and you told me in ways I could hear. 

      To the people who read this book before it was “ready” and who gave me such valuable feedback, I owe you all the stars and something with melted cheese. Nicola Hastings, Maria Sclafani, and Sara McCormick, you are the beta-squad of my dreams and I cannot conjure enough ways to thank you. 

      To Sarah Guthu and Alyssa Raymond, who both helped to edit this book out of its confusion about where it was going, I appreciate your friendship and sharp eyes more than you can know. Thank you both for putting me on the path to hammering out a better story, and for being so kind about it all. 

      To Nicole Colinarez again and again, for all your support, your love and poetry that touches my heart. Thank you for the gift of your words, especially the ones that open this book. Your friendship means so much to me, thank you for always seeing me and all the guidance you’ve given me over the years. 

      To Christin Engelberth, I weep a little every time I contemplate the ways we’ve collaborated on the cover art for this book. I never would have had a chance to do something like this if I’d published traditionally, and you have been such a gift to me, bringing my characters and Orn to life in such vivid ways. 

      To my mama, thank you for believing I could do it and for listening to me for hundreds of thousands of hours. I’m saying it right now, you’re the best friend a girl could hope for. There’s not space here to thank you for everything, so I’ll leave it at thank you for everything and hope you know how grateful I am for you. 

      To Doug, thank you for a room of my own, space to be creative and for being a genius with the air fryer on those nights when I can’t leave the glowbox. You’ll never know what it means to have been given the gift of being able to live out my calling and my dream and I know you’re the one who’s made that possible at every turn. Thank you for the life we share and this partnership. I love you. Hope you liked the book. 

      To the lynxcats who napped through every day of writing and editing, thank you. To Lola, I’m sorry babygirl. We’ll take more walks during the next one, okay? 

      And to you, reading, you’re last because this was all for you. All I ever wanted was for people to read my stories, and here you are, and I am so grateful for you. I am just getting started and I hope you’ll come back and read more of both Echo and Miyala’s story, as well as the other worlds and stories flying about in my head. 

      Reviews mean the world to me, so if you’d be so kind as to leave one wherever you buy books, I would be ever so grateful. If you love the world of Vessel of Starfire and want to know more, please visit my website: www.allisoncarrwaechter.com 
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