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The Crew
Loch (Isafesira de Lochenville)
 
	Former Republic scout and crew leader

	Framed, acquitted, framed again, now presumed dead

	Strained relationship with her sister, who turned out to be an evil assassin


Kail
 
	Former scout in Loch’s unit

	Picks locks, pockets, fights

	Can insult people’s mothers in several different languages


Desidora
 
	Death priestess, capable of reading and manipulating magical auras

	Used to be hung up about it, better now

	Used to wield the warhammer Ghylspwr, until Ghylspwr betrayed the team


Tern
 
	Alchemist and safecracking expert

	Proficient with crossbow and an improbable number of trick bolts

	Grew up in a guild family


Hessler
 
	Wizard training, although did not technically graduate from university

	Expert in illusion magic, significantly less expert in anything else

	Extensive study of ancients and other bits of random arcane history


Indomitable Courteous (“Icy”) Fist
 
	Imperial acrobat, contortionist, and former monk

	Cannot inflict harm upon any living creature due to vow of nonviolence

	Dated Loch’s sister, Naria, who turned out to be said assassin trying to kill the crew


Ululenia
 
	Unicorn (usually, see below)

	Abilities include shapeshifting, mind reading, and nature magic

	Recently killed another fairy creature and is acting differently as a result


Dairy (Rybindaris)
 
	Simple farm boy later revealed as prophetic savior who defeated the Glimmering Folk

	Abilities as Champion of Dawn include strength and resistance to magic

	Currently living with Mister Dragon


Known Allies
 
	Pyvic: captain of the justicars on Heaven’s Spire, also Loch’s boyfriend

	Cevirt: archvoyant of the Republic, also Loch’s godfather

	Mister Dragon: protector of the Elflands, Dairy’s boyfriend, actually a dragon

	Irrethelathlialann (Ethel): Mister Dragon’s agent, previously an enemy, not a fan of humans


Known Enemies
 
	Arikayurichi: magical weapon of the ancients who tried to destroy the Republic

	Ghylspwr: magical weapon of the ancients, former team member until he betrayed them

	Naria de Lochenville: Loch’s sister, current baroness of Lochenville, uses crystal lenses to see, formerly a secret assassin

	Jyelle: former member of Loch’s scouting unit turned traitor, then killed by a daemon that absorbed both her memories and desire for vengeance upon Lochons






One
TO A COMMONER, the Forge of the Ancients looked like an old tower an hour’s carriage ride from the Westteich family estate, almost a day from any locale of note, and a full week’s travel from one of the port cities over which the floating capital of Heaven’s Spire hovered in its slow circle around the Republic. The tower was squat and sturdy, and a trick of its construction made it look wider in the middle than at the top or bottom, which had given rise to its local nickname, “The Barrel.” And while it was in no danger of falling down, the structure had no practical purpose that any local peasant could remember.
That humble facade, Handel Westteich knew, was entirely by design. The peasants of the world did not need to know what happened in the Forge. Such knowledge would only frighten and confuse them, and recent times had been confusing enough already. The Republic and the Empire had nearly gone to war after some evil fairy creature had raised an undead army to incite hostilities, and in the chaos, Archvoyant Bertram had disappeared. It was the second (presumed) death of an archvoyant in less than a year, and it had left Archvoyant Cevirt of the Skilled Party in charge of the Republic as a result.
Westteich had never met Cevirt, but he knew the man’s politics. In a few short months, Cevirt had pushed through new education and trade initiatives. The Skilled had come from peasants, and Westteich knew it was only a matter of time before the archvoyant’s little bills increased the taxes on the families that had made the Republic, so that all the peasants could feel better about themselves.
Archvoyant Cevirt was an Urujar as well. Judging a man by the color of his skin was the mark of a foolish and uneducated mind, and Westteich would certainly have no problem with an Urujar who worked his way into a position of power and then respected the heritage that had come before. That said, Westteich could not help but feel that Cevirt had turned the color of his skin into a sort of agenda, and upsetting the delicate balance of the Republic because of what had or had not been done to someone’s ancestors was also the mark of a foolish and uneducated mind.
Such were the thoughts that plagued Westteich as he made his way to the Forge of the Ancients that morning. He had hired traveling performers to entertain at his estate last night, which had kept him up quite late, and he would quite happily have rested for most of the morning had it been an option. However, the airship was due to arrive in just a few days, and it was vital that everything be on schedule, so there would sadly be no rest for the weary.
There were times, Westteich mused from his carriage as he idly watched the side of the road pass, when carrying a legacy seemed entirely unfair. With his mind, he could have been up on Heaven’s Spire, making his voice heard or even serving on the Voyancy. He could have lived in one of the port cities, which were the home of most of the Republic’s exciting culture, instead of the relative backwater of his family estate.
It was unfair, when viewed objectively. But it was also necessary. The peasants in their little homes, barely working hard enough to bring Westteich’s estate enough coin to pay the ever-increasing taxes, would never know what Westteich did. The lords and ladies in the port cities might think him an aimless layabout who did nothing with his time. They could not understand or appreciate the work he did.
At least, not yet.
Still watching the road, Westteich covered a yawn with his hand and smiled. His family had told him that maintaining the Forge might well be a secret he lived his whole life, passing it only to his oldest son to carry forward. Diligent as they were, they could never have imagined that the end point of this secret work would pay off in Westteich’s lifetime, that the legendary ancients would return to this world.
The reports did not say specifically that Westteich’s work maintaining the Forge was partially responsible for the ancients finally returning, but to deny one’s own accomplishments was the mark of a weak mind, and Westteich’s work was too important for weak minds.
He was imagining what part of the Republic he might choose to rule if the ancients gave him an option when the carriage jerked and slowed.
Westteich glared and rapped on the partition separating him from the driver up front. “Hey . . .” he began, and, when he realized that he did not remember which of the servants was driving him this morning, slid smoothly into, “what’s the matter?”
“You should see, my lord.” It was Hestridge. Westteich liked the old man. He still used “my lord,” even when many of the commoners had found it trendy to stop using the honorific.
Westteich looked out the window and saw immediately why his man had halted the carriage.
An armored figure walked on the side of the road, apparently heading for the Forge just like Westteich himself. Its ringmail was golden, covered with a long dark cloak, and a masked golden helmet obscured the figure’s face.
It was a Hunter golem. Of the few who had even heard of these rare magical constructs, most knew only that they had been built by the ancients and tasked with hunting the fairy creatures who had spawned, like tiny parasites, from the ancients’ magic after the ancients themselves had departed. Almost no living creature knew what the Hunters did with that magical energy once they captured and destroyed the fairy creatures.
This Hunter did not seem to be carrying any of its magical weaponry—the net that ensnared its target and the spear that destroyed the fairy creature and absorbed the energy.
Instead, it carried what looked a great deal like a makeshift silver birdcage, in which a small white dove sat uncomfortably on a wooden perch.
This promised to be interesting, Westteich thought, and said, “Hunter, state your designation and status.”
“Director,” said the Hunter, “I am Hunter Mirrkir.”
“Wait, that can’t be right!” Westteich exclaimed. “We thought that Mirrkir was destroyed up on Heaven’s Spire several months ago.”
“I was rendered inoperative in battle,” Mirrkir confirmed, “but the golems working on using Heaven’s Spire to attack the Empire discovered my remains and were able to restore me to functional status.”
“Excellent!” Westteich beamed. “Always hate to lose one of my people. What about your spear, though?”
“I attempted to kill a death priestess who opposed my efforts, but her magical abilities allowed her to transform my spear,” Mirrkir said. “The golems who reconstructed me told me to come back here for a replacement.”
“Of course, of course.” Westteich hid a smile. “Well, if you’re still recovering, why don’t you climb up and ride along? Hestridge, the door?”
Westteich moved over while his servant descended and opened the door for Hunter Mirrkir, who climbed inside and sat down. It looked around for somewhere to put the silver birdcage.
“Shall I have Hestridge put that in the rear for you?” Westteich asked.
“No, that is not necessary,” said Mirrkir after a brief pause. “I must watch her closely.”
Her, Westteich noted, and hid another smile as Mirrkir put the birdcage in its lap. “A fairy creature, I assume?”
“Yes. While I was unable to absorb the fairy creature’s energy due to the loss of my spear, I captured her nevertheless.”
“Is there any reason you did not simply kill her with the silver and then bring her remains back to the Forge?” Westteich asked as the carriage rocked into motion again.
“I did not believe that would save an acceptable level of magic,” Mirrkir said. “My judgment may be impaired by lingering damage,” it added quickly. Then, as an afterthought, the golem said, “This is not a normal fairy creature. Her name is Ululenia. She was part of the group responsible for stopping the ancients from controlling Heaven’s Spire. The golems who repaired me asked that she be brought to the Forge for interrogation.”
“Right, right.” Westteich nodded. “We’ll do just that, of course. And we’ll get you fully repaired and back out into the field with a new spear!”
“Good,” Mirrkir said. “There is much work to be done. Many of those responsible for disrupting the operation at Heaven’s Spire remain unaccounted for.”
“Yes, my reports said as much. There was an alchemist named Tern, and an Imperial acrobat called Icy, I believe? A wizard called Hessler who specialized in illusions, and, of course, the death priestess.”
“Diz-Desidora, yes. Also a man named Kail.”
“Yes, a scout who served alongside Captain Isafesira de Lochenville, known more colloquially as ‘Loch.’ I doubt he is of any concern,” Westteich added with a smile, “at least, not compared to a death priestess and a wizard.”
“They are all dangerous in their own ways,” Mirrkir said, and Westteich nodded politely and allowed silence to fall inside the carriage.
In a quarter of an hour they had reached the Forge. Hestridge opened the carriage door, and Westteich stepped out, stretching his arms as he always did after the arduous ride. He carried a beautifully carved walking stick, the shaft dark and the hooked head carved in the shape of a dragon with twin rubies for eyes. He did not need a walking stick, of course, but he enjoyed using it to gesture when he gave orders.
The strange bulbous shape of the tower seemed even more exaggerated when seen up close, and Westteich sighed as he often did, wishing that the ancients might have seen fit to do such important work in a building more impressive in scope.
“Back at half past four today, Hestridge,” Westteich said.
“Of course, my lord.” It was a bit earlier than he usually asked to be picked up, but Westteich was still tired, and he suspected that the day was going to be an exciting one.
Westteich walked slowly around the tower as Hestridge drove off. Mirrkir followed, still carrying the silver birdcage with the white dove that was apparently the dangerous shapeshifter Ululenia. When he reached a point on the far side from the road, Westteich drew a small crystal from the pocket of his coat and held it out toward the tower.
A stone at about eye level, seemingly no different from any other, glowed softly in response to the crystal. A moment later, the stone folded in upon itself, twisting away and leaving a gap. The stones around it followed suit, like ripples spreading from a rock dropped into a pond, and as they twisted away as well, they left a large arched doorway leading in.
Westteich stepped into the tower without hesitation, and Mirrkir followed. The room inside was large and circular, taking up much of the space of the tower, and it had no visible doors save the one Westteich had just come through. Unlike the outside of the tower, however, the floor was impressively wrought of glossy black stone inlaid with ribbons of gold, and the walls were ringed with glowing crystals that bathed the room in pale light.
A trio of Hunters stood near the center of the room. All wore golden ringmail and carried spears that crackled with magical energy, but one wore a helmet with a single red plume. Westteich nodded to the plumed Hunter and spun his walking stick jauntily, like one of the performing girls from last night. “Commander Mirrok.”
“Sir.” The Hunter’s attention shifted to Mirrkir. “Orders?”
“It’s all right, Mirrok.” Westteich stepped forward quickly before Mirrok could say anything more. “Hunter Mirrkir suffered a great deal of damage and still needs further repairs. I’m allowing him access without his own entry crystal per the Kameset Protocol.” He lifted his walking stick and pantomimed rapping it against the side of his head.
Mirrok nodded. “Understood.” It waited until Westteich and Mirrkir were safely inside the room, and then it lifted its free hand and gestured. The door to the outside world slid shut, and a moment later, with a tiny hum, the floor itself began to descend.
The glowing crystals were set every few feet in the walls around the room, and Westteich watched them rise as the floor sank. The walls of their descent tunnel were lined with more crystals, so that as the first disappeared, a new light source appeared around the floor. Westteich had always loved the steady humming flow of the lights sliding up and away as he descended into the darkness. It was as though the lights were the humble disguise of a modest noble that he showed the world, cast away as he went down into the depths so that only his true self remained. “How goes production?” he asked Mirrok.
“There has been a slight decrease, as most of the human workers have fallen ill. They have been sent home to avoid infecting others, with silence charms employed as per standard procedure.”
“Of course, can’t have them talking about this place with the peasants. That’s how rumors find their way to the ears of the criminals who might fight against us.” Westteich listened to the hum of the descending floor and to all the little noises of the great Forge where he spent most of his waking days. “It may be worth using detection charms to track the workers when they return, Commander. I’d hate to think of any parasites sneaking into this place by taking advantage of people doing their duty.”
“Understood, sir.” Mirrok tapped a crystal on the wristband of his golden gauntlet.
A few moments later, the floor came to a halt, revealing a large arched doorway lined in the same glossy black stone as the floor itself, and Westteich stepped through into the enormous underground chamber of the Forge.
The ceiling, high overhead, was a great dome of gold from which hung countless teardrops of beautifully glowing green crystal. Westteich stood on a walkway of glossy black stone, now ribboned with runes of the same green. The walkway formed a grid of high vantage points, and looking down, he could see the Forge at work. To the left, crystals were growing, bathed in the light from the dome-crystals overhead. Up ahead, a moving belt fed crystal into a great ancient tunnel and half-formed Hunters emerged on the other side. Off to the right, vast blue cylinders held the recaptured essence of the ancient magic, recovered from the fairy creatures and returned to where Westteich knew it belonged. The cylinders glowed healthily. This close to the monthly arrival, they were close to full capacity.
Westteich’s new assistant bounced over from his office as he looked out across the Forge. She was a short, apple-cheeked young woman with spectacles and a somewhat annoying tendency to say everything as though she was asking a question, but she was also quite good with crystals. “Looks like it’s just you and me and the golems here today, sir? I was worried you caught the cold that’s going around when you weren’t in earlier? I don’t know if it was something in the food or—”
“I’m fine, Laridae.” Westteich grinned. “Better than fine, in fact. This month has seen many fairy creatures brought back, and I believe we’ll have something more to deliver. Mirrok?”
“Rirrim, to your business,” Commander Mirrok said. “Kimor, subdue him.”
One of the two Hunters spun, knocked the birdcage from Hunter Mirrkir’s arms, and drove a fist into the golem’s stomach.
An actual Hunter would still be doubled over by the simple laws of physics but would recover almost immediately, given that the ancients had designed Hunters to survive long periods with much of their internal components damaged or destroyed. The fairy creatures were savage and unpredictable, after all.
This Hunter sank to its knees with a grunt.
“Oh my wow?” Laridae cried out. The birdcage rolled and rattled on the polished stone floor, the dove flapping frantically inside as the other Hunter walked off to tend to its duties.
“Mister Kail, I believe,” Westteich said with some satisfaction, and pulled the figure’s helmet off. Underneath, an Urujar man coughed and wheezed. “Welcome to the Forge.”
“There isn’t actually a Kameset Protocol, hunh?” he said, gasping and trying to catch his breath.
“Not as such,” said Westteich. “You see, Kail, no Hunter would ever take a fairy creature alive, nor would it ever refer to one as ‘she’ rather than ‘it.’ Nor would anyone who knows anything about the ancients expect that an injured Hunter would be sent back to get a new spear, since the spear is far more complex and difficult to create than the Hunter body itself. A Hunter who lost its spear would most likely return any individual consciousness that could benefit the organization’s work, and then allow itself to be stripped down for parts . . . because, unlike you, Mister Kail, the Hunters understand their place in this world.”
“Hooray for them,” Kail wheezed.
“I don’t understand, sir?” Laridae said, or possibly asked. “If you knew that this wasn’t really a Hunter, why did you let him inside the Forge? I mean, I haven’t been here very long, but there are security concerns? And maybe—”
“The thing about Mister Kail,” Westteich said, pointing at the man with his walking stick, “is that he and his little team are fundamentally cheaters. You know what that means, Laridae?”
“Um?”
“The Hunters know their place in this world. They don’t complain. I know my place, you know yours, but some people? They just don’t. And Mister Kail was part of a team of thieves that caused a great deal of trouble. Instead of working to earn the things they wanted, they steal, and play tricks, and cheat, because they think that they’re entitled to more, and that they can get away with it. Mirrok, are we ready?”
Mirrok looked over to where the Hunter who had walked off was now coming back, a small gray wand held ready. “Sir.”
“Good. Now, Laridae, the reason we let Mister Kail in is that his tricky little team can be nasty customers if you don’t control the environment. If we’d just taken down Mister Kail out on the road, the rest of his team, wherever they were, might have attacked me, or they might have scattered, and we’d never have seen them again. But in here . . . now, Mirrok?”
Mirrok nodded, and the other Hunter triggered the wand. The air snapped and shimmered around all of them.
When Westteich’s vision cleared, the main room in which he had descended with Kail and the Hunters had two more people in it. One of them was a pretty auburn-haired woman wearing the pale-green traveling robes of a love priestess, while the other was a gangly man, also robed. Both looked very surprised.
“In here, Laridae, we can capture all of the late Captain Loch’s infamous band of thieves in one fell swoop,” Westteich said. “Here we have the death priestess, Desidora, whose power is quite dangerous to you and me, but”—as Desidora stepped forward and raised a hand, Commander Mirrok raised his spear to her throat—“useless against Hunters.”
“The last time a Hunter tried to kill me, it went very poorly for him,” Desidora said coldly, and her robes and hair suddenly darkened to black even as her face went deathly pale.
Westteich chuckled. “Yes, dear, but when you fought that Hunter—the actual Hunter Mirrkir whose armor your friend Kail is currently wearing—you wielded Ghylspwr, a weapon carrying the soul of the ancients, and since the ancients are—how shall I put this?—my team . . . your threat carries a lot less weight. You might be able to suck my soul out of my body, but according to Ghylspwr, you’re quite fond of this Kail fellow. Mirrok?”
Commander Mirrok moved his spear to Kail’s throat, and Desidora glared, then slowly stepped back. Her robes slid back to green, and her hair went back to the very pretty auburn Westteich liked, although it still seemed a touch darker than normal.
“And this,” Westteich said, pointing at the robed man, “is the wizard Hessler, a failed university student who is nevertheless quite good at illusions.”
“Technically I was reinstated and continued my coursework via correspondence,” Hessler said, “and while I think it’s a travesty that this distance-learning program doesn’t include an honors course—”
“The bird is of course the unicorn, Ululenia,” Westteich continued, gesturing absently with his walking stick at the white dove that still clung to the perch in the now overturned silver cage. The Hunter who had held the illusion-dispelling wand raised its spear, and the wizard Hessler shut up. “I can only imagine it thought that attacking the Forge of the Ancients must have seemed like an attractive option, a chance to take revenge for the deaths of what it thought of as its family.” The bird held very still. “How brave of it to allow itself to be caged in silver, don’t you think, Laridae, given how much it harms them?”
“Um?” Laridae said.
“That is, unless the cage isn’t real silver,” Westteich went on, and gestured. The Hunter who had punched Kail drew out a net of silver that crackled with magical energy and tossed it over the cage without ceremony, and the bird flapped frantically before going still.
“You trapped them all?” Laridae said, looking very impressed.
“So it appears,” Westteich agreed. “Or most of them, in any event. They also have an Imperial acrobat who has yet to make an appearance, as well as an alchemist and crystal expert who goes by the name Tern. I’m surprised that she wouldn’t have been part of this little operation, given her expertise with crystals. Doesn’t that surprise you, Laridae?”
“I think, sir?”
“Laridae . . . that’s sort of a funny name, isn’t it? I mean, I don’t really know what the untitled are calling their children these days, but . . . Laridae . . .” Westteich pursed his lips. “You know, it strikes me that Laridae, in one of the Old Kingdom languages . . . it’s the name of a group of birds.”
Laridae blinked. “Like a flock, sir?”
“Like an overarching list of species,” Westteich said, smiling thinly, “including a number of coastal seabirds such as the common gull and the tern.”
Laridae reached toward her pocket, but the gauntleted hand of a Hunter closed over hers.
“The alchemist, the death priestess, the illusionist, and the unicorn,” Westteich said, chuckling again. Laridae—or Tern, really—was flanked by Hunters that had come at Mirrok’s signal. “Plus Mister Kail, I suppose. The linchpin of the plan, the man who the rest of you actually expected to get into the Forge of the Ancients, the sacred chamber where we prepare for their return, just by talking convincingly.” Westteich smiled broadly at all of them. “I have to know, and please, you have nothing to lose from being honest here . . . did you actually think this would work? Or . . .” He frowned at the Urujar man who still knelt on the ground, a spear at his throat. “Was he supposed to be a terrible liar, so that we would spend time focusing on him and miss the rest of you? That might actually be up to the standards I was told to expect.”
“You were told?” Hessler asked, squinting.
“Ghylspwr.” Desidora went pale again in anger. “He’s with them. Of course he told them all about us.”
“Bit hard to do when he only has a three-phrase vocabulary,” Kail said.
“This is what you don’t get, all of you,” Westteich said as more Hunters crossed the walkway to take them all into custody. “You have little tricks, some of them quite cunning in a common sort of way. We have a network of information on all possible enemies. We have a Forge that has been running for hundreds of years, recovering the energy those fairy parasites stole from the artifacts of our masters. We have resources you cannot possibly understand.”
“We understand more about the ancients than you might think.” Desidora’s voice was cold and hard.
“Yes, you don’t like that they’re coming back,” Westteich said as more Hunters filed into the room, “and your Captain Loch, a noble in her own right, thought she could stand against them. But then she died, didn’t she?” He smiled and twirled his walking stick, stepping in close and leaning over Kail, who still knelt with a spear at his throat. “Your illustrious thief-captain died of a crossbow bolt through the heart. Do you know what the mark of a weaker mind is, Mister Kail?”
“Gloating?” Kail asked.
Westteich shook his head sadly. “Your captain died a common criminal, Mister Kail, and you had the chance to learn from her example, to correct your course and accept the coming of the ancients with dignity. Instead, like all weak minds do, you continue to believe something even when faced with clear evidence to the contrary.”
Behind Westteich, one of the Forge’s status alarms began to chime.
“So just as an example of this weak-minds thing,” Kail said, “the way your mother keeps going back to your father even though she knows that I’m better between the sheets, that counts, right?”
“What?” Westteich turned to the chimes and then back to Kail.
“Look, I’m just saying your mother deserves better. Deeper.”
Westteich stepped past Commander Mirrok, who had the foulmouthed thug at spearpoint, and raised his hand to strike. Just then, the Forge status alarms went off again, and this time it was a squealing shriek and not a gentle chime.
For one moment, Westteich was paralyzed by both rage and confusion, and that was when Kail stood up and punched the nobleman in the face.
Westteich reeled backward, watching the next few moments in dazed horror.
Commander Mirrok moved to stab Kail, but his spear had somehow become tangled with the spear of one of the other Hunters. The Hunter who had held Hessler at spearpoint ran the wizard through, only to see Hessler shimmer and vanish as it did.
“That’s impossible!” Westteich shouted, looking around frantically. More alarms were blaring out in the Forge, and the lights were wrong. Looking up, Westteich saw that the dangling teardrop crystals whose radiance nurtured the growth of crystals below were swinging wildly, and there seemed to be a man-size figure leaping from chain to chain, barely visible so far away.
“Yes, you did nullify all the illusions with that wand,” came a voice from right beside Westteich. He spun, dimly aware that Commander Mirrok had gone sailing off the walkway and crashed down to the Forge below. “The only way someone could carry on an illusion,” the voice continued as Westteich swung at the empty air with his walking stick, “including the illusion of all his illusions being dispelled, would be if his cute girlfriend had switched out your wand a while back.”
Bolts of blue-white light crackled across the two Hunters flanking Tern, and the Hunters dropped to the ground as Hessler shimmered into view behind them. “Also, it takes me a bit of time to prepare,” Hessler said to Westteich, “but I can manage a bit more than just illusions.”
“Surprise!” Tern called. “Also, you’re a terrible boss.”
“Kill them!” Westteich shouted, not entirely certain who he was shouting at.
“Mirrok’s going after Ululenia!” Kail shouted, and the Hunter whose spear had tangled up Mirrok’s ran from the room, took a few stuttering steps, and vaulted over the railing down to the Forge below.
This was insane. Westteich looked up and saw that the man up in the ceiling crystals was still up there. More worryingly, several of the ceiling crystals were no longer glowing green and were instead pulsing an angry red.
“Kill the unicorn!” Westteich snapped at the Hunter who had tried to stab the illusionary Hessler and was now holding Desidora at spearpoint. The actual Hessler stood between Tern and several Hunters, energy crackling through his fingers.
The Hunter looked down at the silver birdcage and the dove trapped inside. “This is not a fairy creature. This is an actual bird.”
Westteich blinked. “But Mirrok would have—”
“Detected the aura of magic around it?” Desidora finished, smiling brightly. “Yes, unless a death priestess were nearby to manipulate the bird’s aura and generate a false positive.”
The Hunter turned back to her, and Tern lobbed a pouch at it. It parried the pouch with its spear, which just made the pouch break open and spill some sort of sparkling powder all over the golem, who then stumbled back, twitching and shuddering.
Kail took the spear from the creature, rammed the butt of the weapon into its helmet, and sent it crashing to the ground. “Icy’s almost done up there!” he shouted. “Ululenia, you got that thing open yet?”
Westteich saw more Hunters approaching. “Stop them!” he yelled, and stumbled back to the walkway.
Almost all the ceiling crystals glowed an angry red now. On the conveyor belt, Commander Mirrok now appeared to be fighting the Hunter whose spear had gotten tangled with its own. Mirrok had enhancements far beyond those of a normal Hunter. Its spear could chop through stone, and its reflexes were faster than any human’s.
It seemed to have the rogue Hunter on the defensive, beating it back with stabs and slashes.
Then the other Hunter stumbled, Mirrok lunged in, and the Hunter parried the thrust, grabbed Mirrok’s shoulder, and hurled the golem directly into the Hunter-assembly chamber, using its own spear to pin Mirrok inside.
“No,” Westteich said as a lot of multicolored smoke poured from the chamber along with sparks and bits of crystal.
“No!” he said again as he looked at the containment cylinders, almost full from a month of capturing fairy creatures. Energy was leaking out, glittering white with swirls and sparkles in all the colors of the rainbow. Standing before the broken cylinders with its horn blazing brilliantly was a snowy-white unicorn.
“No, no, no!” Westteich ran along the walkway, shifting his dragon-headed walking stick to a fighting grip. He could fix this. He could stop this.
Something caught his foot, and he tripped, fell, and slid on the glossy black stone. Shoving himself back to his feet, he turned to see what had grabbed him.
It was the Hunter who had fought Mirrok, pulling itself over the railing and up onto the walkway.
“It’s not possible,” Westteich said, his voice ragged. Alarms blared all around him. “She’s dead. There were reports. There were witnesses. She’s dead! She took a crossbow bolt to the heart and died!”
“A trick bolt, some illusionary blood, and a very convincing death priestess,” said the Hunter, and removed its helmet. The face underneath was that of a dark-skinned woman, her face striking and hard even as she smiled. “What is it that they say about weak minds?”
“Captain Loch,” Westteich said, and swallowed. “I don’t know what you wanted to do, but you cannot possibly succeed. The ancients are returning—”
“So I’ve heard.”
“—and you cannot stop that. Your efforts will only hurt the common folk you profess to care about.” Westteich shifted his grip on his walking stick, eyes wide and pleading. “If you cannot put aside your old grudges to help the ancients return, surely you can at least go to ground and live quietly in peace.”
She seemed to consider it, just as Westteich had hoped.
His thumb flicked the catch just below the dragon’s head on his walking stick, and the hidden blade slid free from the stick-scabbard as Westteich lunged at Loch’s throat.
Something hit his wrist, and then something hit his knee, and then something even harder hit his face, and Westteich flopped on the ground with sparks dancing across his vision.
“Thanks,” said Loch, and, blinking, Westteich saw that she was holding his walking stick. “Just needed to see how the blade came out. Ululenia, Icy!”
They are free, Little One, came a voice in Westteich’s mind, and the unicorn shimmered into the form of a shining white dove. The captured magic now poured freely from the containment cylinders, white with sparkling rainbow patterns that matched the unicorn’s still-blazing horn.
An Imperial man landed on the walkway in a roll that brought him back to his feet, golden robes billowing around him. “I recommend haste,” he said to Loch, and then turned to Westteich and added, “and possibly cover.”
Loch turned and walked back toward the ascending floor where Tern, Hessler, Desidora, and Kail faced off against a half-dozen Hunters. “Hey, Icy, remember how Hunters don’t have souls and aren’t considered living creatures for your oath of nonviolence?”
“I do,” Icy said, and drove his fists through a pair of Hunters as he plowed into them.
Loch bodychecked another, and yet another fell to another pouch filled with the strange powder. The last two fell when a snowy-white bear landed upon them before shimmering back into its unicorn form.
Loch joined the rest of her thieves in the ascending room as Westteich struggled back to his feet. “I understand that the ancients have a network with resources I cannot possibly imagine,” she said. “Let them know I’m alive, and that I have a message for them.”
Overhead, the dome of the Forge exploded.
Westteich fell, scrambling beneath the railing under the walkway as earth and crystal came crashing down amid shrieks of alarms and enormous, gut-churning roars of stone and magic collapsing. Crystals exploded, stone cracked, and the air hissed with smoke and lightning. Westteich huddled, sheltered, and watched the Forge of the Ancients fall. He had no idea how long it went on, only that the walkway left him safe and protected as most of the plummeting destruction was focused upon the containment cylinders and the ancient apparatus that constructed the Hunters.
The only energy not dissipating wildly was the brilliant glittering auras of the fairy creatures, which spiraled up into the light. Westteich watched it, the pretty tendrils soothing and somehow joyous even amid the destruction, and only gradually did he realize what he was seeing.
The light that the energy was floating up to was not the ceiling but the sky.
The great dome had been blown open to the world, the remains of countless years of secret work exposed to the harsh light of day.
He looked back to the ascending room and saw Loch give him a salute with the walking stick, his walking stick, as she continued to rise.
Sitting in the middle of the rubble, Handel Westteich wondered if the room would descend again or if he was going to have to climb out by himself.
Hestridge wasn’t coming to pick him up until half past four.




Two
THE ELFLANDS
DID not have a king. A race born in service to the ancients, they shunned authority to the extent that even using the imperative in a conversation was considered unspeakably offensive. The notion of bowing to a ruler, be it a king or an emperor or an archvoyant, was anathema to them, and so their reclusive nation was driven by laws of courtesy and respect, answering to no one save their own collective culture.
This system of government worked for the elves most of the time. For the rest, they had Mister Dragon.
Rybindaris, a sandy-haired former farm boy who was known more often as simply “Dairy” and much more rarely as the Champion of Dawn, heralded hero of prophecy who had defeated the Champion of Dusk to save the world, kicked hard off the wall and sliced through the cool water on his final lap in Mister Dragon’s pool.
It was confusing, being with someone who was a dragon as well as a very tall, very strong, very handsome man as well as sort of the ruler of a small country. On the farm where Dairy had grown up, people who ruled countries were great figures of myth and legend, and men who preferred the company of other men were something you told jokes about.
After fulfilling his prophecy and saving the world, Dairy had tried to figure out who he was. He’d tried to spend time with Ululenia, and he’d tried to join the Knights of Gedesar and hunt things that used magic to hurt people, but neither had felt right, and as someone who was made to fulfill a great purpose, Dairy had learned to trust his heart.
Mister Dragon projected an authority that filled the room. He was a figure out of myth and legend. But none of that mattered. What mattered was that he and Dairy liked each other, and the elves didn’t care whose company you preferred. It was a long way from the farm, but Mister Dragon’s smile made Dairy’s stomach flip-flop. People in the Elflands didn’t order each other around, and after fulfilling a prophecy, that felt good to Dairy.
He pulled strongly, the water roaring in his ears, and slapped the wall. Then he stood up, the tiny little stones that made up the mosaic on the bottom of the pool pinching his toes like they always did, and took in great gasping lungfuls of air.
“You’ve cut almost a minute off since the last time I saw you,” came a voice from by the steam room, and Dairy looked over to see Irrethelathlialann, the elf who oversaw Mister Dragon’s affairs outside the Elflands. He was taller even than Mister Dragon, his skin pale green and the crystals upon his cheeks pale blue. His eyes were golden, like a cat’s, and seemed most often locked in a perpetual state of disdain, also like a cat’s.
“Mister Irrethelathlialann,” Dairy said politely. He didn’t think the elf liked him, but because Dairy was Mister Dragon’s boyfriend, the elf had never said so outright. “Are you sure?”
“I am sure of very few things in this world.” Irrethelathlialann tossed Dairy a towel. “Precise measurements of time, however, are one of them. I heard the splash and crash as you began your swim and counted the laps based on when you slapped each wall. Same number of laps, forty-eight seconds shorter time.”
“I’ve been practicing,” Dairy said proudly, holding the towel aloft as he climbed from the pool. He dried off his hair and face, then toweled his arms and legs. “How was your trip?”
“Productive, I hope.” Irrethelathlialann watched the waves lap the sides of Mister Dragon’s pool. “He’d like to speak with both of us.”
“Oh, sorry to keep you waiting!” Dairy toweled faster until his swim trunks stopped dripping.
“You’re keeping him, not me,” said Irrethelathlialann, and shook his head. “He asked that I wait until you were finished.” He smiled and added, “I suppose it’s in his best interests that you remain in good shape.”
Dairy blushed and finished drying himself off, then pulled on a loose, brightly colored shirt and wrapped the towel around his waist over his trunks. He followed Irrethelathlialann through the great marble columns that surrounded the pool, past the fountain and small hedge maze, and into Mister Dragon’s home proper.
Dairy almost didn’t get lost anymore. He’d learned to tell the different paintings of old people on the walls apart and find his way through the different wings of the palace. The other elven servants were always happy to give him directions as well, as were the fairy creatures who worked at the palace. Dairy sometimes felt a little odd being the only human there, but after learning that the crystals most humans used hurt the elves’ heads, he understood why they kept most other people out of their country.
Irrethelathlialann led Dairy to Mister Dragon’s study, a great room filled with stacks of books and lit by bright shining glass spheres that hung from the ceiling. Mister Dragon’s home was built in a kind of circle shape, with a great garden in the middle, and almost every room let in light from the outside world. This study alone had no windows, and while Dairy could find the room without trouble and had been there countless times, he was still not entirely certain what part of the palace the room was even in. In the picture of the palace that lived in Dairy’s head, the study never seemed to fit. When he had asked Mister Dragon about it, the great man had laughed and explained that a few tricks of walls and hallways could make a room seem to disappear . . . and that the study was a room where the things that needed to disappear could stay safe.
Mister Dragon was in his human shape, as he most often was inside, a tall, broad-shouldered man with a massive red beard. He always left his shirt open when at home, which let Dairy clearly see the shimmering rainbow glow that shone from Mister Dragon’s heart, along with all of Mister Dragon’s chest and the muscles of his stomach and all the other parts of his torso that made Dairy blush again just by looking.
“Dairy.” The great man stood and pulled Dairy into an enormous hug. “I’m sorry to bother you.”
Dairy leaned into the big man’s body, which was always a little warmer than everyone else’s. “How can I help?”
“I have finished the book,” Mister Dragon said, and the weight in his voice made Dairy push away. Mister Dragon’s face was drawn and pale. “It was not easy, but I know what we need to know.”
“It’s about time,” Irrethelathlialann said from the doorway. “As difficult as it was to keep The Love Song of Eillenfiniel out of the hands of your friend, Captain Isafesira de Lochenville—”
“Captain Loch is a good lady,” Dairy said, as he always did.
“For a human,” Irrethelathlialann agreed. This was another reason that Dairy didn’t think the elf liked him.
“Please,” Mister Dragon said, and they both stopped. His voice hit with the strength of a hammer, but even still, the tone was pained. “Please, both of you, this is not the time.”
“What did you find?” Irrethelathlialann asked.
“It’s bad, isn’t it?” Dairy added. “Does it say when the ancients are going to return?”
Mister Dragon smiled. “After a fashion.”
Irrethelathlialann went very still. “Shall I get the horn?”
“Not just yet, my friend.” Mister Dragon looked at Dairy. “Dairy, I have something difficult to ask of you.”
“Anything.” Dairy stepped forward and took Mister Dragon’s hands. “You know that I’m not that great at reading, and I don’t know much about magic, but if I can help, whatever it is . . .”
“Thank you.” Mister Dragon smiled again, the sad smile of a man who had lived for hundreds of years. “How quickly can you pack?”

Handel Westteich had just finished climbing out of the chasm left by the destruction of the Forge of the Ancients and was leaning against the least-crumpled wall of the tower itself, trying to get his breath back and clean the grime off his hands, when the airship landed.
“Good afternoon!” he called over. As a noble from a family with money, political power, and land titles far from anywhere interesting, Westteich had a private airship, of course. He used it on his days off to take long flights around the countryside, learning about wind-daemons from the pilot the family kept on staff.
This airship looked different from the one sitting under the shelter of the Westteich family’s least-popular gazebo. Instead of looking like a sea vessel with, for want of a better term, a giant balloon filled with daemons holding it aloft, this airship was topped by a long metal tube, and its body was dark and narrow, with runners like a sled’s on the bottom. It had no sailwings for steering. Its clean lines were broken only by bumpy extrusions that Westteich realized after a moment were flamecannons, several on each side.
The airship was a shark in a world of whales and goldfish.
Westteich’s first thought was that he very much wanted that airship.
His second thought was that it was unlikely anyone who had an airship like that had just been wandering through the neighborhood and stopped by to help.
A gangplank extended, and a single figure, a heavyset man whose face Westteich found vaguely familiar, walked down to the ground. He was unarmored but carried a pair of extremely impressive weapons: a great silver-handled war ax with a double-bladed golden head and a silver-handled warhammer whose head was inlaid with glittering runes.
The man was followed by a half-dozen more figures, all of them wearing long dark coats and walking with the bearing of men from good families. Westteich felt an instant kinship with them. Had his family not been responsible for the Forge, he might have been among them.
“You are the Protector of the Forge?” the apparent leader asked.
“Yes, Lord Handel Westteich. I’m so glad you showed up,” Westteich said. “This entire situation is a wreck—”
“Explain what happened,” the man said. Something about his voice was off, though Westteich couldn’t quite put a finger on it.
What he could put a finger on was the tone of the conversation. “This was a failure of information for which I hold my contacts in the network directly responsible,” Westteich said. “I performed an excellent operation to entrap the remainder of the team that once worked for Captain Isafesira de Lochenville, an operation that proceeded flawlessly until the arrival of Loch herself ruined everything I had worked for.”
“Loch,” said the man, and this time his voice was a dry croaking breath. “That’s impossible. Loch is dead,” he added in a much more normal voice. And then, for some reason, he added, “Kun-kabynalti osu fuir’is.”
“Loch being dead is what all my reports read,” Westteich added, “and had I known she was alive, I would certainly have adjusted my own plans accordingly. Whoever is responsible for passing information to the Forge has a lot of explaining to do.”
“Loch’s continued survival is a surprise,” the man said in his normal voice. Westteich realized what was bothering him about it. The man’s lips were moving when he spoke, but not entirely correctly. It was like watching an illusion whose voice wasn’t synced with the image, or watching a slightly clumsy version of those puppet shows that told news to the peasants.
“Well, then, I am pleased to pass on the information,” Westteich said, “and if resources are strained, I’d be happy to coordinate the search for her and her people, given that my own position has been compromised.”
“No.” The man turned back to the airship and whistled once. Three more figures came down the gangplank, each of them in turn more unlikely than the last.
The first was a cloaked figure much like the others, walking with his arms folded together such that no hint of flesh was visible. Unlike them, he was only the size of a dwarf, though heavily muscled, given the thickness of his robed arms. He walked with a sort of jittery bouncing gait, as though hopping from leg to leg.
The second ducked as though she feared hitting her head on the underside of the airship. She was an ogre, judging by her size and her tusks, though she was clothed like a normal person. But something about her was wrong. At first, Westteich thought that her face was oddly bright, leathery and gnarled as it was, but then he realized it was because the sun was at her back, and her face was unshadowed. In fact, she cast no shadow at all.
The third sprang from the airship down to the ground, landing in a crouch with skeletal arms spread wide, her ragged peasant dress billowing around her. Her hair was wild and her face bony and feral, and as she walked forward, she left footprints of dead grass behind.
“We hunt?” the ogre asked, speaking as carefully as seemed possible for someone with massive tusks jutting from her lower jaw.
“Loch is alive,” the heavyset man said, and Westteich noticed that the ogre and the . . . whatever the woman in the dress was . . . were both looking not at the man himself, but at the ax he held. “She has destroyed the Forge. That may be all she planned, or she may have some additional goal. Regardless, she is likely still nearby.”
“Maybe city,” said the hooded figure. “If city fight, many dead.” He spoke with a peculiar whistling tone under his words.
“Kun-kabynalti osu fuir’is?” the leader . . . no. Westteich saw that the man’s lips hadn’t even moved this time. It was the weapons he held. They were speaking.
“Unfortunate but necessary.” The words, Westteich thought, came from the ax. “Any blow you strike while hunting down Loch and her companions is in defense of the ancients and the coming light of their return. You are not murderers.”
“Thank you,” said the bony-faced woman, and without another word, she and the others were off.
“The Forge of the Ancients has operated in secret for centuries,” said the ax to Westteich in a sudden change of topic. “How must it feel to be the one upon whose watch it fell?”
“I won’t lie,” Westteich said without missing a beat. “I’m greatly disappointed that failure on the part of our intelligence network led to this attack that cost us the Forge, and I feel betrayed by those who claim to await the return of the ancients as eagerly as I do.”
“Do you?” the ax asked dryly. “So you were not attempting to entrap Loch’s companions, using the Forge of the Ancients as bait, in some ill-considered attempt to improve your own standing?”
“I ask only to be remembered by the ancients as loyal when they return,” Westteich said, “and while I would willingly lay down my own life for such a cause, killing me in a fit of pique because our people failed to give me the information I needed would cost the ancients a valuable tool in their coming return.” He looked directly at the ax and added, “And as I understand it, the ancients do not discard useful tools casually.”
There was a thoughtful silence.
“Fool,” said the heavyset man weakly, and then went completely silent, staring at Westteich through hollow eyes.
“A man of your talents need never fear being considered unnecessary,” the ax finally said, and while its axhead had no face, it still managed to convey the impression of a smile. The heavyset man shifted his grip, holding the ax just below the head, and offered it to Westteich hilt first.
It was the moment Westteich had waited for his entire life. The destruction of the Forge had seemed a huge loss, but if it led him to working with more powerful people on more important projects, he would walk away from it with a smile upon his face.
He reached out for the ax.
“Wait.”
The voice came from the edge of the chasm, and Westteich spun. No one else had been left when the Forge had fallen. The Hunters had all been crushed by the rocks.
All save Commander Mirrok, it seemed. It pulled itself over the edge of the chasm, its armor scuffed and smoking. Westteich remembered that Loch had thrown it into the assembly chamber, which usually generated a great deal of heat as it fused crystals together.
“Operative Westteich was exemplary in the performance of his duties,” it said, rising to its feet, “but only average in his physical capability. His intelligence would be wasted were he reduced to a thrall controlled by a sentient weapon.”
Westteich very slowly lowered his hand.
“I, meanwhile, lost my weapon in the destruction of the Forge. Nor do I have the means to gain another,” Mirrok continued. “I am useless as a Hunter, but still stand strong as a tool of the ancients.”
“Well, then,” said the ax, “far be it from me to ignore the advice of a veteran Hunter. I am Arikayurichi, the Bringer of Order, one of the few living souls of the ancients bound to a weapon to await the return of my brothers . . . and I need someone to hold me while I bring them back.”
The heavyset man tossed the ax to Commander Mirrok, who caught it, spun it, and nodded thoughtfully. “Excellent,” the ax added, rolling out Mirrok’s shoulders and tilting his head back and forth. “This will do for now.”
Westteich nodded and smiled like a man who hadn’t nearly been reduced to apparent thralldom a moment ago. “Now that that’s settled, then, how can I best help you deal with Captain Loch and the others?”
“Loch is mine,” said Arikayurichi, the Bringer of Order. “As for you . . . Ghylspwr could use a hand with a project of his own. You may find it interesting.” The ax chuckled. “If indeed you do wish to see the ancients return.”

“All I’m saying,” said the griffon puppet as the crowd of onlookers laughed, “is that investing in education is something everyone should be able to agree on.”
The manticore puppet continued its attempt to eviscerate the griffon with its stinger. “You’re looking to dump money into an education system that has proven time and again to be corrupt when the Republic should be increasing its internal and external security?”
“Anyone worried about the Republic should be worried about our children showing little aptitude for mathematics and crystal work,” the griffon yelled back while clinging to the manticore’s stinger and raking savagely with its back claws, “while over in the Empire, their own educational program is working wonders!”
“Does anyone else remember that one week where the politicians weren’t at each other’s throats?” Tern asked, idly munching on an apple covered with chocolate and small nuts.
“No,” said Loch. “When did that happen?” She looked toward the edge of town, as she’d been doing for most of the afternoon, but Kail continued to not be there.
“It was while you were dead.” Desidora took a bite of some kind of flaky cheese pastry and made a face.
“Ah,” said Loch. “That explains it.”
They had spent the last several hours in the little nothing town of Hillview, which, as far as Loch could tell, had come into existence primarily because this was about as far as a merchant who left Ros-Oanki with a good two-horse wagon would go before insisting upon a bed and a decent meal. Hillview was full of farmers, mostly white but with a few Urujar families there as well, along with small restaurants and inns that promised free crystal-charging stations to anyone who paid for the night. The roads were dirt, and the hill and whatever view it purportedly offered were lost to the ages, but the town had a kahva-house, and the Urujar on the streets didn’t tense up when white people walked by. In Loch’s view, that was enough for a town to be all right.
“I am still uncertain that revealing yourself to the allies of the ancients was necessary,” said Icy, who held a carrot like a cigar between two fingers and nibbled it occasionally.
“We slunk in the shadows,” Ululenia said. She also had a carrot, which she took a bite of and then frowned. “It accomplished nothing.”
“I’m not sure nothing is really fair,” Tern said.
Ululenia patted her shoulder fondly. “Now, my dear, we will nip at their heels, wait for them to spin and buck in terror . . . and then sink our fangs into their hamstrings.”
“You are absolutely certain you are not evil now, Ululenia?” Icy asked.
“Because that seemed like something an evil unicorn would say,” Tern added, and took a bite of what turned out to be the half-eaten carrot in her hand.
“Consuming the essence of another fairy creature has not made me evil,” Ululenia said, as she’d said for the past several months repeatedly. “It has simply allowed me to become . . . more in touch with my own needs.” She took a bite of the chocolate-and-nut-covered apple that she now held.
“You evil horse, give me back my damn apple! I have been eating crappy Forge-of-the-Ancients food for weeks on this job, and if I wanted a damn carrot, I would have gotten a damn carrot!”
“My sorrow is the slow-flowing river, choked with weeds of guilt,” Ululenia said, and took another bite.
Loch scanned the crowd. It was full of farmers and merchants and still held good numbers, even as the puppet show had wound down into the usual hijinks and yelling. The Republic and the Empire had almost gone to war again a few months ago, and ever since then, people had paid a lot more attention to things, even in little towns like Hillview. “Let’s move to the kahva-house.”
“Loch, can you make her give me back my apple?”
“But your apple now has evil-unicorn spit on it,” Ululenia protested. In her human form, she was a pale woman with ash-blond hair and a simple white peasant dress. Once it had made her look innocent. Now it slid along her curves in a way that made people wonder what it might look like slithering down into a pile on the ground. “You wouldn’t want to drink in my evil-unicorn spit and become evil, would you?”
Loch turned to Ululenia. “Play nice or find a virgin. Come on.”
The dragon puppet finally pulled the griffon and manticore apart. “Should Archvoyant Cevirt focus more on educating our future or protecting our present? Remember, it’s your Republic!”
“Stay informed!” the crowd shouted back, and with the show over, the farmers and merchants began to go back to their lives.
“You are concerned for Kail,” Icy said, falling into step beside Loch as they made their way across the packed dirt of the town square toward the kahva-house.
“He’s a good scout. He’ll be fine.” Loch didn’t look toward the edge of town again. Kail was indeed a good scout and wouldn’t come into town through the main road, anyway.
“It had to be him,” Desidora added.
“Yep.”
“The Hunters could detect Ululenia even if she took the form of something small,” Desidora added again.
“Mm-hmm.”
“And my own death magic and Hessler’s illusions might well alert whatever airship comes to investigate the destruction of the Forge,” Desidora continued to add.
“You’ve convinced me,” Loch said, and Desidora sighed.
“You are concerned for Kail,” Icy said to Desidora.
“Seriously,” Tern said to Ululenia, “we are going to talk about you stealing that apple. That was the last one they had, and do you have any idea what it’s like to want something sweet and beautiful and then see someone else get it instead? I mean, aside from Mister Dragon making off with Dairy?”
“I am very happy for them,” Ululenia said crisply.
“Because by all rights you had that virgin locked down,” Tern went on.
“Very. Happy. For. Them.”
“You really want to goad the possibly evil unicorn?” Desidora asked Tern. “Or is this like when you kept taking jabs at me because you didn’t like me being a death priestess?”
“This is like she ate my chocolate apple,” Tern said, “and I think you need to pick a side here. Are you a death priestess right now, or a love priestess?”
“I can pretty much go both ways now,” Desidora said.
Tern glared. “Well, that at least sounds like something a love priestess would say.”
Hessler, still looking like a collection of broomsticks someone had shoved into a wizard’s robe, came out of the kahva-house with a tray full of waxed-paper cups. “Oh, is the show over already? I had some questions about whether the kahva-beans were purchased from someplace that pursued ethical trading practices, and they had to get the manager to—” He broke off and looked at Tern. “You got a carrot instead of one of those chocolate apples. Good on you for taking care of yourself!”
“Well, I thought I’d eat a little healthier.” Tern took a cup overflowing with whipped cream, with kahva presumably somewhere far underneath. Ululenia smiled broadly and took another bite of the apple.
Loch grabbed her own kahva, which was simple and black. “We’re going to wait inside.”
“Is there still no sign of Kail?” Hessler asked, frowning and squinting in a way that was subtly different from his normal expression of perpetual frowning and squinting. “Assuming that an airship came from the nearest port city upon detecting the destruction of the Forge—”
“We’re not worried,” Loch cut in.
“Kail is going to be fine,” Desidora said.
“She has an itemized list justifying the current course of action,” Icy added.
“I’d love to hear it,” said Kail, coming around the corner of the kahva-house.
“We knew you’d be okay,” Desidora said, and her face darkened ever so slightly. On most people, it would have been a blush. On Desidora, it meant that her death priestess aura was slipping back into the shadows where it belonged, lowering the chances of anything nearby spontaneously taking on a silver-skulls-and-gargoyles decorative theme or getting the life sucked out of it. She stepped forward gracefully and didn’t quite kiss Kail, but did put herself beside him with their arms touching.
“How’d it go?” Loch asked, moving into the space between the kahva-house and the bakery next door. It didn’t have enough garbage lying in it to be a proper alley, so by Hillview standards, it was likely a road.
“Good news and bad.” Kail looked over his shoulder.
“The bad news involves pursuit,” Icy guessed.
“Boy, does it, and you’re all drinking those on the go,” Kail said. Loch took a sip of her kahva, inhaling the heat of the dark roast. “Good news is I got the tracking crystal onto their fancy-ass airship. Assuming it works, we’ll know where they’re going.”
Desidora went slightly pale, her hair darkening from auburn to black. “It works. I can sense it now.”
“Good. Now, running,” Kail said. “Trackers, professionals, an ogre and two things I couldn’t place. I think they were going by scent, but it could be by aura, or it could be both. I don’t know what two of them are, so until we learn how to lose them, we’re going to want some distance. Arikayurichi and Ghylspwr were both there too. Bertram was carrying them. They’ve got him enslaved.”
“You’re certain?” Hessler asked. “If Bertram believed that—”
“He’s certain,” Desidora cut in, giving Hessler a look, and Hessler blinked and nodded.
“Nice work.” Loch took one more sip of her kahva, then sighed and tossed it into a garbage bin near the back of the alley. “Waste of damn good kahva.”
“And ethically traded,” Hessler added.
Then they were running for the sad little field where they’d left the airship, ready to flee yet another town just ahead of whomever was after them.
But this time, Loch thought with a tiny little grin, they had a target.
Fangs into the hamstring, Little One, Ululenia said in her mind, and Loch laughed.
Things were actually looking up for once.

A year ago, Dairy had been working on the farm, cared for—if not precisely loved—by good, honest people, with no further thought than next year’s harvest and a little annoyance at the silly birthmark on his arm that the farm’s old woman said was special and he should never show anyone. Ever since the night blood-gargoyles had come stalking around the farm, life had been one educational experience after another.
Now, with a prophecy, some morally ambiguous military service, and several major robberies behind him, Dairy was finally happy, living with a man who loved him for who he was.
But of course, the Champion of Dawn wouldn’t get a normal life. The Champion of Dawn had to do heroic things.
At the moment, those things involved leaving the man he loved and running off to the Empire.
Dairy knew that Mister Dragon wouldn’t have asked if it weren’t important. Mister Dragon hadn’t seemed any happier than Dairy himself. Princess Veiled Lightning could keep him safe, Mister Dragon insisted, and far enough away that nobody with any ideas could hurt Dairy.
Dairy had asked whether that meant Mister Dragon’s own estate in the middle of the Elflands wasn’t safe enough, and had then felt sorry for doing so, because Mister Dragon had sighed and hung his head, which he knew from when Mister Kail and Mister Hessler did it meant that the answer was that Mister Dragon wanted it to be safe enough, but it wasn’t, and Mister Dragon was feeling sad about how life had turned out to make that the answer.
Now, under the moonlight, Dairy looked down from the great treeship he had just boarded and waved down at Mister Dragon, who watched from the ground below. Mister Dragon waved back. He was smiling, but his face was still sad.
The elven captain was named Thelenea. She had been the captain on the massive treeship Loch and Dairy had boarded back when Loch had been trying to steal the elven book from Mister Dragon. She clapped Dairy on the shoulder. “This is the fastest ship in the Elflands. You will be safe in the Empire in less than a day, Lord Rybindaris.”
Dairy almost said, “Please, just call me Dairy,” but then remembered that elves hated it when you told them to do anything, so instead, he just said, “Thank you. I appreciate that.”
Captain Thelenea looked a little like Captain Loch, especially when she smiled, even though her skin was green instead of brown. Dairy wondered if it was something about being a captain. “He is trying to keep you safe.”
“I would rather be with him,” Dairy said, and then looked away, because the words had come out bitter.
“I believe he knows that as well,” Captain Thelenea said, and stepped back. “This ship only has one floor and a few cabins, unlike the last treeship you traveled upon. Whenever you are ready, someone will be happy to show you to your room.”
“Thank you,” Dairy said again, and the captain headed off to the bridge.
Dairy watched the great golden radiance of Mister Dragon’s estate fade in the night as the treeship slowly ascended. In what seemed like moments, the great thick trees that covered most of the Elflands had obscured the estate from view, and then the night was lit only by the silver-white moon and by the purple-and-blue glows of moss on the trees.
The railing of the treeship was rough, the bark gripping his fingers. Overhead and behind him, branches rustled and creaked as countless intertwining leaves caught the wind, while the main hull beneath his feet was strong but faintly springy. It reminded Dairy of when he had climbed the young trees back on the farms, feeling the green wood flex beneath him.
When he had ridden on the great treeship with Captain Loch, it had seemed almost like a normal airship, but with moss and leaves and no crystals. Dairy hadn’t realized at the time how much of that had been for the comfort of the humans visiting the Elflands. This was a real elven ship, though, as alive as the elves themselves, and as different.
Dairy decided that he liked it. He was getting used to being different. He would find some way to help, even from the Empire. He hadn’t been able to help Mister Dragon with the reading, and he hadn’t been able to help Loch and the others with stealing things, but he would find something he could do.
Whether he liked it or not, he was a child of prophecy, he noted with a little smile. He was bound to be important somehow.
He turned to find someone to take him to his room, and that was when the bag came down over his head.




Three
JUSTICAR CAPTAIN PYVIC sipped his morning kahva, which always made him think about the woman he loved, and then sighed and pushed himself up from his desk.
“Something keeping you from the cabinet meeting, sir?” Justicar Derenky asked, poking his head around the corner of Pyvic’s door.
Derenky was a freckled man who seemed to think that he could be in charge if he said everything like a question and smiled a lot. Once, Pyvic would have found that politically minded avarice off-putting. After seeing the man take a knife to the gut in defense of the Republic, however, Pyvic had been forced to accept, begrudgingly, that Derenky was a very good justicar, his desire for Pyvic’s job notwithstanding, and so he gave Derenky a comfortable smile and said, “I was deeply concerned about you not having asked me about it yet, justicar.”
“Just a reminder that I’d be happy to attend these meetings if you are too busy with other matters, sir.”
“Tomlin!” Pyvic called as he walked past Derenky into the main office. “Derenky said it again! Everyone has to take a drink!”
“Right, sir!” The big man squinted, pinning a thumbtack to a map on the wall.
“I expect a report about the fairy-creature disappearances when I get back,” Pyvic added with a look at both Tomlin and Derenky. “Something’s going on, and even if that something is in the woods, it could spill into the villages next week, and then the towns, and then I’ll be busy enough that Derenky has to go to my cabinet meetings.”
“Wouldn’t want that, sir,” Derenky tossed back, and Pyvic grinned and headed off to the archvoyant’s palace.
The floating city of Heaven’s Spire was quieter now than it had been a few months back. Businesses were open again, and the damage had been repaired, but the people who lived up in the sky had learned in no uncertain terms that night that their city was a weapon, and that weapons sometimes got sent into battle. The airborne metropolis had never been friendly for families—a floating city by its very nature restricted the amount of sprawl required to add new residential areas, and as the capital of the Republic, it catered to wealthy cosmopolitan tastes—and in the wake of Heaven’s Spire’s near-destruction, the city was almost entirely devoid of children. Pyvic wondered how many schools had closed.
There were more flags hanging from the doorways, though, and that was something.
The guards at the archvoyant’s palace knew Pyvic on sight, and, after a quick and perfunctory check with a glamour ward, he was allowed inside. He made his way through the gardens and into the palace, where the archvoyant’s steward directed him to the meeting already in progress in what Pyvic remembered as the breakfast room.
“Captain Pyvic,” Archvoyant Cevirt said as Pyvic came in. “Didn’t quite dodge this one, I see.”
“My apologies, sir.” Pyvic ducked his head to the dark-skinned man in the archvoyant’s robes, and to the other members of Cevirt’s cabinet. “Caught up in a case.”
Cevirt raised an eyebrow. “There’s a fresh pot of case on the table. Pour yourself a cup and join us. We’re going to shove a few more schools into this Republic, and you’re going to use those justicar skills to help me find the money for it.”
Pyvic sighed and settled in with the other men and women at the large table. The room itself was lovely, open to the fresh air on one wall with a beautiful view of the morning sun, and the kahva was significantly better than it was at the justicar station. The other men and women were experts in their own field, merchants and bankers and guildsmen, and all of them were at least as busy as Pyvic was.
It was several hours of work that Pyvic would rather have spent tracking down the enemies of the Republic, but, on some level, it was also like solving a puzzle, and while Pyvic didn’t understand how all the money moved, he had a good eye and could point out things the guildsmen occasionally missed. The servants brought more kahva and expensive pastries, and, around midday, Cevirt sat back, stretched his lower back until something cracked audibly, and gave a long wincing sigh.
“Ladies, gentlemen, I believe we have something to take to the Voyancy.”
“Learned aren’t going to like cutting the flamecannon upgrades on the port-city walls,” Lady Heflin said, shaking her head.
“And in the days when Archvoyant Silestin could stroll into the Voyancy chambers in his colonel’s uniform and nobody could say no, that would carry more weight.” Cevirt smiled. “Today, though, I have generals who will argue that fortifying the walls is just waiting for an attack, and the airship I’m throwing their way will be sweet enough to cover the taste of approving a few damned useless schools. Thank you, all.”
“I’d watch out for the road concerns,” Heflin added. “Apparently roads off in the outer provinces are falling right into the earth.”
Pyvic blinked. “Really?”
“Some old tower near the Westteich estate collapsed.” Heflin shook her head. “Traders passing by said it looked like there’d been old crystals down in a cavern. Must have caved in.” She knocked on the table. “Here’s hoping the rest of the ancients’ crystal marvels stay functional.”
“Gods willing,” Cevirt said with a small smile.
The cabinet members filed out, and Cevirt gestured for Pyvic to stay after they had gone.
When they were alone, Cevirt looked over across the table, his face unreadable. “How are you doing, Pyvic?”
Pyvic nodded at the question. “As well as can be expected, sir.”
“I miss her, you know,” Cevirt said.
Pyvic forced a smile. “I didn’t imagine you wouldn’t, sir.”
“Loch was her father’s daughter. If she were still alive, she’d’ve been at this table this morning helping children who can barely afford shoes get a decent education.”
“Technically, if she were still alive, she’d be in an Imperial prison, sir.”
Cevirt chuckled. “Not the first time she’d broken the rules to do what she thought had to be done.” His smile faded. “I helped her enlist, you know.”
Pyvic gathered the papers on the table up and rapped them together to even out the edges. “She never told me that.”
“Her father was furious with me. It was weeks before he’d even speak to me,” Cevirt said, toying with the ring of office he wore on one thumb. “Even he saw the truth eventually, though.”
“Sir?”
“She was going to join no matter what he wanted. With my help, she got in as a scout, with enough people knowing she was a nobleman’s daughter that they gave her a chance.” Cevirt’s hands had locked together tightly enough to bleed the color from the pads of his fingers, but his voice stayed mild as he added, “Not a perfect chance, mind you. A woman and an Urujar, so she was never going to be a general, but with my backing, even the oldest, whitest officers couldn’t completely ignore her talent.”
“As hard as they tried,” Pyvic, a former scout captain himself, added, and Cevirt laughed again.
“I helped her then, and I helped her with her mad scheme to rob Archvoyant Silestin, against my better judgment. If she were alive,” Cevirt added, with no particular emphasis, while taking the papers from Pyvic, “I’d probably be trying to help her now.”
Pyvic stood. “If she were alive, I’m sure that would be a great comfort, Archvoyant.”
“Heflin wouldn’t drop a road collapse in casual conversation unless it were going to blow up in my face sooner rather than later,” Cevirt added. “I hope it’s not something we need to worry about, and if there’s an investigation in the matter, I’ll want to hear your perspective before making any hasty decisions. Kahva for the road?”
“Ah no, thank you, sir,” Pyvic said, and left as quickly as was reasonably possible to grab the message crystal in his desk and find out what in Byn-kodar’s hell Loch was doing.

The airship was very fast and very smooth and very expensive. The dinner selection was quite good for airship food. Westteich slept well in a bed with sheets almost as fine as those at his estate.
When he woke up, took in breakfast and kahva, and strolled out to look over the railing, he was surprised to find that they were in mining country.
“Ah,” he said to Commander Mirrok, who had evidently been watching by the rail all night. He did not have the ax, as far as Westteich could see. “I thought we’d be going somewhere with people.”
Mirrok said nothing, and Westteich looked out at the great red-striped canyon that cut across the land like a glancing blow from a god. “Sunrise Canyon, I believe?”
“Yes,” Mirrok said.
“As I recall, that’s where the Forge got a fair number of the crystals to make Hunters. Must have people in the mine.”
“You should be cautious,” Mirrok said. It had not looked over at him. “The agents of the ancients would have enslaved you.”
Westteich smiled at the Hunter’s idea that he might have forgotten that fact and wondered where the ax Arikayurichi might be at that moment. “That was the moment I was more committed than ever to the cause of the ancients, Mirrok. Do you know why?”
“No,” Mirrok said.
“This Republic used to mean something, Mirrok. The settlers from the Old Kingdom came here because their original home was stagnant, and this was their chance to prove their worth. Now the Republic is stagnant.” He shook his head. “We make treaties with the Empire instead of fighting them back. We keep throwing good coin at schools instead of letting the people who care get their own tutors. I expect Archvoyant Cevirt will be trying to strip even more power from the nobles, just so that no peasant’s feelings get hurt by hearing me called ‘my lord.’ We’re so busy trying to be nice, Mirrok, that we’re hiding the truth.” He smiled, looking down at the canyon full of dirt and crystal and opportunity. Mirrok didn’t ask what Westteich meant, but that was all right. “Some people are just better than others.”
“You believe that the weapons of the ancients will acknowledge your superiority,” Mirrok said. It was not quite a question.
“I don’t intend to give them a choice,” Westteich said, and laughed. “I’ve finally found people who expect nothing less than the best. I can only hope they’re ready for me.”
“Well said.” The voice came not from Mirrok, but from the ax riding at Mirrok’s hip. It had been there all along, hidden beneath the fold of Mirrok’s cloak. Westteich wondered if the ax had hidden himself deliberately, and then decided that it didn’t really matter. “We have little use for those who are afraid to be bold, Lord Westteich,” Arikayurichi added, “and I look forward to seeing what you can do.”
“Then why are you sending me to manage affairs at a mine?” Westteich asked. The ax had just said that he wanted boldness, after all.
Arikayurichi laughed. “The mine manages itself quite well. The workers have an excellent safety record, and I can only imagine how much they would detest a lord coming in to tell them how to do their jobs.”
Westteich thought for a moment. “The processing center. This is where raw crystal is prepared for shipping and separated into the different ores that can hold various enchantments . . .”
“This is the most magically rich spot in the Republic,” Arikayurichi said. “Do you know why it is called the Sunrise Canyon?”
“The red stripes on the walls, I had assumed,” Westteich said. “The paintings show them lighting up quite nicely when the sun hits them, and . . . that probably isn’t the actual reason.”
“Not too long ago, the Champion of Dawn defeated the Champion of Dusk,” Arikayurichi said as the airship began to descend into the canyon. “In doing so, he fulfilled his part of the prophecy, ensuring that this world would move into day and not the terrible endless night of the Glimmering Folk.”
The airship sank past the bright-red stone of the canyons.
“And every dawn,” Arikayurichi finished, “needs a sunrise.”

The last airship Loch’s team had stolen had been a sleek Republic military craft that Kail had, over many objections, named Iofegemet. Their current airship had been stolen from a minor lord’s second-best shed several weeks ago outside Ros-Aelafuir after they’d finally gotten the information they needed about the Forge of the Ancients. The airship had no flamecannons, minimal barriers, and a top speed roughly equivalent to a brisk walk.
The morning after their escape from whatever the agents of the ancients had brought to hunt them, Loch and the others were sitting in the unnamed airship when Kail sighed, banged the console, and said, “We’re gonna need to put in for repairs.”
Loch nodded, running a finger down the length of her new dragon-headed cane sword. She’d kept it stashed back in the little town, given that dragon-headed cane swords with rubies for eyes tended to be memorable in the minds of potential witnesses later. “Desidora, progress with the tracking crystal?”
Desidora shut her eyes and paled briefly. The wood of the deck around her went black, with the little knots taking the shape of tiny silver skulls. “It’s no longer moving. At a guess, they’re at their destination.”
Loch grimaced. “Kail?”
“It’s a need, not a want. Wards are . . . there’s something in how they’re tweaked that is probably not bad until it suddenly is.”
“Airship wards have multiple redundant power cycles based on prime-numerical values,” Hessler chimed in, “and the more ward-crystals fail, the fewer multiples are active to keep wards constantly available. Eventually, for example, if you’re down to a seven-second ward and a thirteen-second ward, then every ninety-one seconds, both will be—”
“While your intent is clearly to provide information, I am only becoming more alarmed,” said Icy, who was seated on the deck in an uncomfortable-looking twisted-up meditation pose.
“Yes,” Tern added from the railing, where she was determinedly not throwing up.
“So we need to stop,” Loch said to Kail.
“Well, not in ninety-one seconds,” Kail said, glaring at Hessler, “but yeah. Even if we didn’t have your problem with wind-daemons deciding they wanted to kill you, there’s a small chance that a bird will fly into the balloon right when Hessler’s bad thing is happening.”
“Right.” Loch got to her feet and spun the cane sword thoughtfully. “Kail, find us a salvage yard. Desidora, if the crystal is stopped, get us a location. Ululenia?”
Yes, Little One? came a voice in Loch’s head from a spot off in the distance where a white falcon circled lazily.
“Please make sure no birds hit this tub at ninety-one seconds.”
Hessler cleared his throat. “It was an example!”
“She knows, baby,” Tern said reassuringly.
“Got a ping on a salvage yard,” Kail said, squinting at the control console. “About an hour ahead. I think this is an easy repair.”
Loch paced for most of the next hour, with the exception of a bit where her message crystal pinged. Then she listened to her boyfriend mention that the destruction of the Forge of the Ancients was making waves, and someone might want an investigation. Then she paced some more, spinning her new cane and getting the feel for its balance.
“Hey, Captain,” Kail said as she passed by, “you know you can actually give people coins in order to legally purchase a sword?”
Loch grinned. “Why would anyone ever do that when the bad guys keep giving up theirs?”
Kail’s voice went slightly quieter, not completely a whisper, but low enough that it wouldn’t carry. “You know, if even Pyvic is saying that maybe tipping your hand about being alive is dangerous . . .”
Loch turned to the railing and looked down at the slow meandering of the world below. “He said no such thing.”
“I’m sorry, you’re right,” said Kail, “I am incapable of reading inflection and inferring someone’s intent like a normal human adult. Would you like me to use my illusion magic to do something impressive?”
“I can hear you,” Hessler called over.
“We weren’t going to draw a real target without doing something to get their attention,” Loch said.
“I think blowing up the place where they make the Hunters might have done it.”
“We had to be sure.” Loch looked over at Kail. “We don’t know when the ancients are supposed to return. We don’t know how much time we have. We needed a target, and we needed it now.”
“And it sounds like we’ve got one,” Kail said, jerking his head over toward Desidora, who sat near the back of the ship surrounded by a ring of silver skulls and ropes that had for some reason become glittering chains. “But so do they, Captain.” Now he did whisper. “They aren’t Silestin, who didn’t even know who you were until we had our hands in his pockets. They aren’t the elf, who leaves smug little poems and plays thief-against-thief with you. They knew everybody’s names, Captain.”
“So they know how we work,” Loch said. “We change our play, they move just like we want them to.”
“Not what I mean.” Kail looked over from the console and gave Loch a hard look. “What’s the first thing you taught me when I joined the scouting unit?”
“Fight the enemy, not their people.” And then Loch got it. “Ah.”
“Westteich was never a scout, so I’m guessing his team doesn’t follow that one . . . and some of us have family that didn’t try to kill us recently,” Kail said. “Just a thought.”
“Noted.” Loch turned away. “Thanks.”
“S’what you pay me for.”
They landed at the salvage yard not long after. It wasn’t so much a place of business as a place where airships got dragged or dropped, and there was a notable absence of official Republic inspectors and licensing agents.
“I know where they are,” Desidora said as they touched down. The deck slid back to its normal color, and the chains turned back into ropes. A moment later, her hair and robes did the same.
“Kail, you and Hessler are on repairs.” Loch looked over. “We’re on the clock. If throwing money gets us in the air faster, make it happen.”
“I’ll have us in the air in ninety-one seconds or less,” Kail said.
“It was an example!” Hessler said irately.
“Sorry, it’s a thing now, Hessler.”
“Also, fewer.”
The two headed down the gangplank toward the men with grimy work clothes and speculative expressions, and Loch turned back to Desidora. “What have you got?”
“By direction and distance and . . . feel,” Desidora said with a little shrug, “they’re at the mining center in Sunrise Canyon.”
“Damn,” Tern said. Loch looked over and shot her an eyebrow.
“We attempted to rob it once,” Icy said without opening his eyes or moving from his twisted-pain shape.
“Really?” Desidora sounded impressed.
“Pure-grade crystals, unprocessed and ready for energy templates? That’s like a skeleton key for half the crystal-based security systems in the Republic.” Tern sighed wistfully.
“Sadly, skeleton keys are very well guarded,” Icy said. “The facility itself, along with interior access to the processing wing, was restricted with an aura-coded key that never left the facility.”
Desidora hmm’d thoughtfully. “Is it coded to a living aura or just a unique random energy signature?”
“The latter, I think,” Tern said. “You think your death-priestess thing would let you dupe the aura?”
“If it isn’t the aura of a living creature, you could get me inside, and I could—”
“Ah, but wait,” Tern cut in, “crystal mine. Ambient magical energy like crazy. You ever walk around carpeted floor in fuzzy socks and then shake hands with someone and zap?” She wiggled her fingers. “Imagine that, but you use magic of any kind, and then stuff explodes.”
Desidora gave Tern a hurt look. “That is nothing like fuzzy socks.”
“The highest-security area had very little information, even on the maps we procured,” Icy said, “but the main processing center sits above it. It appears to be a mine that was abandoned due to magical buildup in the crystals, listed as deadly to any living creature who went inside.”
“We bought drinks for a few miners who said they saw golems tromping around in that direction once or twice,” Tern added.
“If a golem can survive the magical energy, I can survive it,” Desidora said confidently.
Tern nodded. “Just don’t wear fuzzy socks.”
Kail and Hessler came back up onto the deck, accompanied by a few surly men who shot the women the speculative weasel look every woman learns to take as a warning sign.
“Control console’s over here,” Kail said brightly, as though men who made their living illegally outfitting airships might not know where the control console of a common airship model might be located.
“You’re her? The one in charge?” one of them, a big man with a long wrench in one hand, said to Loch. At Loch’s nod, the man rubbed his neck, squinting. “Expensive, but we’ll have you back in the air soon enough. Boys bringing up the new ward-crystals now.”
Loch nodded as several more men came up the gangplank, carrying large, blanket-wrapped bundles.
“Glad to have you out here,” Loch said. “Surprised you get much business in the middle of nowhere.”
“Given the relative location between port cities—” Hessler started, and then stopped when Kail elbowed him.
“Like the quiet,” the airship leader said as his men filed onto the deck. “Just us and the whisper of the balloons.”
“All those old balloons and nobody else?” Tern said brightly, gesturing with one hand and casually reaching into a concealed side pocket of her utility skirt with the other. “I can’t imagine what it’s like! I mean, after a while, I think I’d start talking with the wind-daemons inside those balloons!”
“In fact, prolonged exposure to unwarded balloons can—” Hessler started, and then stopped when Kail elbowed him again.
“You’re her,” the leader of the salvagers said to Loch. “The one the daemons talk about.”
Loch leaned on her walking stick, hands low, clearly not starting a fight. “And what do the daemons say about me?”
“Say you killed ’em,” said the leader, and he was gripping his wrench tightly now. “Say you’ve got some charm that makes it hard for ’em to find you, but they haven’t forgot.”
Loch didn’t touch, look at, or think about the daemon-ward necklace Hessler and Desidora had made for her. “The daemons ought to get over what happened,” she said.
“Can’t,” said the leader, and as he stepped forward, his men unwrapped the blankets and reached for the weapons concealed inside. “Just whisper and whisper until it’s all a man can hear—”
The hook of Loch’s walking stick wrapped around the leader’s arm and snapped tight. Loch stepped in, locked his arm at the elbow as his wrench fell to the deck, and slammed him into the railing. As he grunted, she kicked the back of his leg, shifted her grip to punch him behind the ear, locked the hook behind his neck, and slammed him face-first to the deck.
The other salvagers paused, partially because Loch had put their leader down. Tern’s crossbow had also come out, aimed toward the nearest salvager at crotch level. The crackling illusionary eldritch fire sprouting from Hessler’s hand was also a factor in their hesitation, along with Desidora’s skin turning bone white as she pointed at one of the men with darkness slithering between her fingers.
“If you want to talk with daemons,” Loch said to the man face-first on the ground, held in place by the stick on the back of his neck and her knee on his spine, “you can pass on a message for me. Remind Jyelle that coming after me has gotten her arrested, killed, turned into a daemon, and smashed into a wall at high speed. She wants to come after me again, that’s on her. Now, are we doing business or not?”
“Gonna kill you,” the leader said to the floorboards. “Gonna killllll you, Loch, for what you did. Can’t die, can’t do anything, all I can do is wait and hate and arrogant apple, babbling brook, creeping cat,” he finished suddenly, and then went limp.
“It’s about time,” Kail said. “I’d rather the voices in people’s heads were voices from our team.”
Ululenia landed on the deck, shifting from falcon into human shape, her horn blazing. “His mind was rotten, trunk chewed by insects until only the husk remained.” She looked at the other salvagers. “Their minds are not broken yet. We might not have to strip them and peel their skin off while reciting the names of everyone they have ever had sex with and telling them what that person was really thinking about at the time until the death priestess snuffs out their souls like a cheap tallow candle.”
“Hypothetically,” Tern added.
“So,” Loch said, standing up and gesturing at the nearest salvager with her walking stick, “about those ward-crystals . . .”
They were back in the air an hour later.
“So,” Loch said to the team while Kail put them on course, “we need a plan for the mine at Sunrise Canyon.”
“Are we not discussing what just occurred?” Icy asked from where he was helping Kail with the rigging.
“Jyelle holding a grudge isn’t new information.” Loch pulled out the necklace. “Hessler and Desidora have got it handled for now. I can deal with it once we’ve hit the mine.”
“And Ululenia suddenly getting really good at scaring people?” Kail added.
“As the wolf bares its fangs so that it need not draw blood, so we convinced the fools to deal with us once Little One defeated their master.” Ululenia shrugged. “I did nothing.”
“And as long as it stays that way,” Loch said, “then we concentrate on the mine.”
“I was thinking about that,” Desidora said. “Tern, you said the aura-coded key never leaves the mine. Does the supervisor keep it on him? If he has held it for long enough, its aura would have mingled with his own, and we could find him outside the mine and copy that.”
“How long is long enough?” Tern asked.
“The current supervisor has had this position for less than a year,” Icy added. “His predecessor had held the job for many years before dying to some sort of fairy creature that lived in the canyon.”
“It was a big scandal in the guild,” Tern said. “Looked like he was smuggling crystals out of the mine to sell, and the deal went sour and he got ripped up.” She coughed. “It was actually what gave us the idea to break in.”
“Less than a year, and there will be no imprint on his soul,” Desidora said, frowning.
“Face time, then,” Kail said, still adjusting the controls. “I’ll get a job at the mine, work my way in. I’m still not loving the idea of getting through however many levels of security they’ve got, though. Any other entrance to the mine?”
“Not that we found,” Icy said, “and we considered the same solution.”
“Icy really didn’t like my idea of a small, controlled explosion opening up a mine to the surface and giving us an alternate way in,” Tern added.
“I did not, no.”
“So this is a long job,” Loch said, frowning. “Some of us get hired at the processing center, some of us get hired as miners. We look for gaps and figure out a nonmagical solution that gets us into the high-security area and shuts down whatever the ancients are trying to do . . . ideally before they come back.”
“Or we wait for Ghylspwr to show himself,” Desidora said, “and we take him.” The deck around her went black again.
“None of us can handle Ghylspwr in a fight, Diz,” Kail said from the control console.
“He is a soul in a weapon.” Desidora smiled thinly, her lips a black slash across chalk-white skin. “Perhaps I can pull it out.”
“He betrayed all of us,” Loch said firmly, “and if we need to stop him for our plan to work, we do it. That said, we’re not blowing the plan because anyone is angry about getting played by a magic hammer.”
Desidora glared, then nodded. Her skin regained its healthy blush before she turned away.
“Captain,” Kail said suddenly, “I’ve got a ship incoming. Fast. Right at us.”
Everyone stood up and got their weapons ready again, which turned out to be entirely necessary, as the ship that was just a dot in the sky and then a vague nonairship shape quite rapidly grew into a slim wooden wand from which long narrow leaves grew like great living sailwings. It was a treeship, small and built for speed, and if Loch were any judge, there were only a few people with the wealth and access to a ship like that who would have any business contacting her.
Her guess proved right when the treeship came to a relative stop, matching their speed, and a familiar elven shape climbed up from belowdecks.
“Hey, Ethel,” Kail called over. “Always a pleasure.”
Irrethelathlialann did not smile. “There are messages waiting for you at every major city, but the Dragon believed that the urgency necessitated my coming directly.”
“He found something about the ancients,” Loch said, at the same time that Ululenia said, “Dairy.”
Irrethelathlialann nodded grimly. “You’re both right. It seems the boy, erstwhile Champion of Dawn and my employer’s current lover, is tied to the ancients even more directly than his little prophecy would have suggested. In order to return to this world, the ancients need a very specific sacrifice . . . one which they captured en route to the relative safety of the Empire.”
“No.” Leaves suddenly sprouted from the railings, then went golden and fell dead to the deck. Ululenia didn’t even seem to notice. “No.”
“Yes, little virgin-bane.” Now Irrethelathlialann did smile. “It’s not just the world being threatened with destruction and enslavement and my people being reduced to soulless husks. Now you might lose the young man who refused to sleep with you.”
“Do you know where he’s being held?” Loch asked.
Irrethelathlialann nodded. “A large mining facility in the Sunrise Canyon. It seems that’s where the gate from our world to theirs is located.”
Loch gripped her walking stick and turned to the others.
“All right. New plan.”




Four
HERLIT WOKE UP a few hours later with the other salvagers looking down at him anxiously.
The voice was there as well, at the back of his mind, completing his sentences for him but not always with the right words.
He’d been a real shipbuilder once, back before a tight-ass supervisor and a few bad deals with spare parts saw him kicked out of the port cities. He knew the safety rules, and the dangers of being around wind-daemons for too long with shoddy wards. Hell, he’d drilled the men out here on the same damn safety rules.
It couldn’t have messed up his head. He’d been smarter than that, always smarter. He’d been careful, had to be, given the crappy ships he worked on most days with tools the folks in the port cities would have thrown out as no longer useful. This had to be something else, something special.
It could be his big chance, the voice whispered. Take down Loch, and the whole Republic would know Herlit was serious business. He’d get real clients, not smugglers with scrapyard parts and scrapyard money.
“Sir,” one of the men said, “we were worried.”
“Still are,” said another one.
But how to get Loch? How to do it, how to find her and kill her for what she did?
“It’s fine,” Herlit said.
“S’not fine,” a third man said. “You’ve got the fog, Herlit. You need to see a healer.”
The reaction was like a kick in the gut. “It’s fine,” Herlit repeated. “Not the damn fog.”
If he dropped the wards on one of the airships, a wind-daemon would escape. No, no, that was a terrible idea, damn, maybe he did have the fog . . . unless the wind-daemon would definitely go after Loch, and it would, it would, it absolutely would, all Herlit had to do was drop the wards and rip open the canvas, that was all. The freight hauler, the daemon was still summoned from when they’d flown it earlier today, it was perfect, that was the one to use!
“Need to clear my head,” Herlit said. “You go over the old ferry again, see if there’s anything to strip. Going to tune that freight hauler. Something off on the morning run.”
The salvagers looked at him in silence. They’d never questioned him before. He’d taught them everything they knew.
He opened his mouth to speak again, and that was when three strange people came out of the nearby woods and headed toward Herlit and his men.
One of them was tall, too tall to be human, and when she pushed the hood of her fur-lined cloak back, the tusks gave her away as an ogre. The other woman was bony and barefoot and wore a peasant dress, but her smile was twitchy, and the grass behind her looked muddy, like she was trailing dirt.
The third was a dwarf in a cloak, and he or she or it was the least strange of them.
“We seek a woman,” said the bony woman, her voice flat. “Tall, Urujar. Her name is Loch. We want her.”
They would take her, hurt her, kill her, and that was good, but bad, because it would be them doing it, and it needed to be a daemon, needed to be her.
Herlit looked at the ogre. She had a staff, but a staff wasn’t a sword. She was the one to worry about, still, big as she was.
“Haven’t seen her,” Herlit said.
“Her aura was here,” said the bony woman.
“Lies,” said the dwarf. His voice was hollow, like it was being piped through a tube.
“Take them!” Herlit snarled, and swung at the ogre with his wrench.
His wrench sank into the ogre’s chest, and for a moment Herlit felt the fierce joy of striking her down, and in the back of his mind he wondered if maybe he did have the fog, because he’d never felt like that about hitting someone.
And then the wrench passed out the other side of the ogre, and Herlit was stumbling through her, and it was like walking through a gust of rain during a storm, and then he was behind her, and the whole world was a little too sharp and bright and hurt his eyes.
Two of his men were on the ground, coughing and clutching at their faces, and there was mustard-yellow mist swirling around them and trailing out from the dwarf’s hood. Another stumbled and twitched, something wrapped around him, and Herlit saw that it was the bony woman, only she wasn’t bony anymore. She was coiled like a rope, and the man tangled up in her was glowing and shrinking somehow, bits of him going away.
Herlit took all this in as the ogre turned to him. Her hand reached into his chest, and, again, it felt like walking into a heavy rain.
“Do we need him?” the ogre asked, and Herlit looked down at the hand embedded to the wrist in his chest, and he held very still, even though some part of him thought that he should leap away, because it wasn’t a very large part, and it wasn’t sure, and all he could think was that yes, yes, they needed him, please, they needed him, the fog was lifting and everything was sharp, and the ogre’s hand was this strange cold softness all through him.
“No,” said the bony woman.
And then, with an impossible crushing pain, it wasn’t.

Sunrise Canyon was a great crimson ribbon that cut through the rolling hills of the countryside around it. The grass, a pale green that faded to gold in autumn, gave way sharply to the vivid red of stone walls, slick and shining as though carved by a master and not worn away over countless generations by the river that ran along the canyon floor. During the day, the canyon got enough direct sunlight for light foliage to grow near the river, and the bright canyon walls were like buildings that blocked the sun. At night, the trace crystals that gave the walls their color lit the entire canyon in red, giving more glow than starlight and less than the moon, casting strange shadows on either side.
It was well after sunset as Desidora descended into the canyon, carried in the talons of a great snowy-white eagle whose wings were vast and silent and pink in the light of the walls.
Desidora looked over and saw the mining facility as they passed by it, a great wooden dock attached to a well-braced archway in the wall. The dock and archway were the only black parts of the glowing wall, save for a narrow trail that led down the wall itself, switching back and forth several times before it finally reached the dock. It looked to Desidora like a giant mouth with its tongue sticking out.
The mining facility was not their destination this night, however.
“Can you sense the fairy creature?” she asked, looking down at the sparkling river that snaked through the bushes and low trees below and gripping Ululenia’s talons a bit more tightly. She did not hate heights, but a few months ago, she had fallen to her death (priestesshood), and it had left her a little nervous.
Not yet, Ululenia said, and to Desidora, her friend’s mental voice sounded strained. The crystals in the canyon walls are the rushing waters that hide the wolf’s quiet steps.
“And it is the wolf, in this metaphor?” Desidora asked, looking up to the underside of Ululenia’s wings. Near the leg on one wing was a patch of black, in a shape that looked almost like antlers.
Ululenia had been pure white once, but while Desidora had been falling to her death those few months ago, Ululenia had been helping Loch win a gambling tournament. In the process, she’d fought another fairy creature, an experience that had marked her. Literally, in this case.
It is. Ululenia sighed in Desidora’s mind. I hear your words, spoken and unspoken, and you need not fear. I am no danger to you or the others.
“Shall I just nod uncomfortably and let it be until something absolutely terrible happens and then get the full story,” Desidora asked, “or could you save time and fill me in right now?”
Ululenia’s wings flapped once, tightly, as they slid between the branches of the tallest trees in the canyon. A moment later, they were coming up on the ground. Ululenia flapped again, slowing their descent, and Desidora let go as Ululenia’s talons loosened, landing in a crouch with no more impact than if she’d jumped from a table. Ululenia herself landed in her natural form, a snowy-white unicorn whose horn shone in all the colors of the rainbow. The black mark still rode her flank, a black mask from which rose a pair of antlers.
My people are the leftover energy of the ancients’ magic, she said to Desidora as she looked around the little clearing where they had landed. We are alive. We eat and we sleep, as other living creatures do.
The clearing was near the river, and Desidora could hear the gentle rush of the water not far away. The ground was bare, and the trees overhead stretched and spread in their fight for what little natural light the canyon offered. “Yes,” said Desidora, when it became clear that Ululenia needed prodding. “I remember the first time we met. We ate in that restaurant owned by Loch’s old friend. You had catfish. I had expected a unicorn to avoid eating meat.”
The wolf and the jaguar are creatures of this world, as are men, Ululenia said, and most eat meat, as is their nature. There is nothing strange in me doing the same. She paused, then started forward, horn shining gently on a trail leading away from the river. There is but one thing our kind cannot consume without changing who and what we are.
“Each other,” Desidora guessed, following behind Ululenia.
We can grow stronger by taking in the power of another, as the creature I fought did, and as I did when I killed him. They . . . we . . . are known as the dark fey. Ululenia paused, and then added, We do not mean it as a racial judgment.
Desidora laughed, and Ululenia looked back over her shoulder. “I’m sorry,” Desidora said, “but you’re telling me that you’ve consumed the essence of another fairy creature and that doing so has changed you, and your major concern is that I might think the name has troubling racial implications?”
Ululenia’s ears flicked back in annoyance. I am not judging you being a death priestess again.
“I will try to avoid judging you as well,” Desidora said with a smile, and in a softer voice, added, “and I am sorry. That must be very difficult.”
Ululenia shook her mane. It is not what I would have chosen.
“I felt much the same when I was chosen as a death priestess,” Desidora said, and remembered the tears, the prayers. “However it came to pass, you cannot be something you hate.”
You have learned to stop hating your power?
Desidora smiled at the unicorn before her. “It is a tool. I don’t love it, but I can use it when I need it, then put it away when I don’t.” She let it slide away from her completely, and for a moment, in her thoughts, she was a love priestess again, feeling the countless auras of people and things everywhere searching for companionship and acceptance. “I know who I am.”
As do I. I will survive. Ululenia looked ahead again, then whickered. Light played around her, and when it cleared, she was a woman in a pale-white gown, horn sparkling on her forehead. “We will need to move quietly.”
Desidora followed behind her. They kept to the trail for a few minutes—and trail was a generous term for what was more likely just an animal track leading to the river, a patch of lighter pink in the faint red light of the walls—and then came out of the trees into a more open area.
“I can feel it more clearly,” Ululenia whispered, frowning. “Oh dear.”
“Share.” Desidora stretched out her own senses. The air went chilly around her, and the scrubby little bushes by her feet curled into twisted hedges bristling with thorns. As a love priestess, she had been able to sense the auras of those around her to guide lovers into happier relationships, and when she had become a death priestess, that power had shifted to the more powerful, if less romantic, ability to sense and alter the auras of living creatures and most types of magic. Fairy creatures were immune to her powers, but she could still feel them if she concentrated, or at least the effects of their presence.
What she felt now was muddled. There was death not far away, a great deal of old death. “Hunting ground?” she asked, and then corrected herself. “No, a lair. Is this one of your . . . what are they? Dark fey?”
“It sounds bad when you say it,” Ululenia murmured, shaking her head. “And yes, after a fashion. What lies ahead is the result of the death of many fairy creatures.”
“What is it?”
“It is not an it.”
Desidora rolled her eyes. “I apologize. He or she?”
“You do not understand.” Ululenia looked over. Her horn had gone dark, and her face, pink in the red light of the walls, looked worried. “When fairy creatures fight, and both are too badly injured, instead of one absorbing the essence of another, they merge. The result is called the chimera. And rather than it, you should think of them as they.”
She reached out and took Desidora’s hand, and then led her into the trees ahead. Both of them walked soundlessly, Ululenia from her perfect magical grace and tie to nature, and Desidora from years as a love priestess helping people sneak into each other’s rooms.
The trees ahead seemed to be bleeding in the red light, and as they got closer, Desidora saw that it was sap. Bark had been slashed with great jagged claws. She could sense the death around her now without trying. Plants had been torn from the ground, shredded in fury. Wild game had been taken down, ripped apart while still alive. Men and women too, miners and crystal technicians and hunters who traveled into the canyon for adventure.
And somewhere amid all that death, there was the body of the former mine supervisor, never recovered from when he foolishly tried to bargain with the chimera, with hopefully enough of his wrecked corpse intact to have some trace elements of his aura, along with the imprint of the aura-coded key upon it, still present.
“This is a terrible idea,” Desidora said very quietly.
“If we wish to save Dairy—”
“I know.”
As they passed the bleeding trees, they came to a smaller clearing near the canyon wall. The ground was strewn with bones, lit bloody red this close to the wall, along with skin and clothes and fur and, above all that, pain. In the aura that permeated the clearing, Desidora felt not just the deaths but the rage that had caused them, the choking madness that blotted out everything except the need to kill.
Most people would blanch at such a feeling, but most people were not death priestesses capable of wrenching the life from a living creature with a wave of their hands. Desidora had felt that power, had nearly lost herself to it before the others pulled her back from the brink of madness. Then she had shut it away, trapping it where it could not help her even when she desperately needed it.
Now she turned her aura inward, drawing the pain and death from around her until it covered her like a shroud. It did not leave her invisible, precisely, but instead left her ignorable to most creatures. Ululenia glanced over and nodded. Her hand slipped from Desidora’s, and she closed her eyes. A moment later, her horn flickered and went dark.
They crept into the clearing.
Desidora swept the bones on the ground. Beneath the pain, there was the natural aura, the core of the being who had died. And above that, a tiny, thin layer below the final immediate pain of death, would be the imprint of magic upon them.
She could sense the miners almost easily. Working all day amid the ambient magic of the crystals, their auras all but glowed to the naked eye, catching the angry red of the walls. It was powerful but raw, uncontrolled. She kept moving.
Then the bones near the canyon wall stirred, and Desidora looked again at the carrion carnage, and saw the chimera.
It was death and pain and madness, tattered wings fused to skin split by spurs of bone. The pictures made the chimera look like a lion with some extra heads sewn on, but there was nothing neat or simple about this creature. There was wolf and eagle and jaguar, and no clean line between them. It shifted again, growling in its sleep, and little rainbow sparks spat from its joints.
Desidora could almost feel sorry for it. She also pulled the shroud of ignorability around her even tighter.
Then, scanning the ground near the chimera, Desidora saw the faint flicker of crystal magic, cleaner and simpler than that of the fairy creature. She squinted and saw crystals scattered by the wall, still shining faintly. She tapped Ululenia’s arm and pointed, and Ululenia nodded ever so slightly.
Desidora crept closer, looking hard at the floor for anything, anything at all, that might make a sound if she stepped on it or even just near it, even as her gaze kept trying to climb back to the chimera, twitching as it—as they—slept. A few steps closer, and she could feel a corpse nearby with an aura touched by magic, but differently from the miners. It was softer, less raw, and it was more complex as well, its aura echoing the patterns of attuned crystals like the afterimages of a bonfire playing over and over again against closed eyelids. Complex crystal-work, and spells, and . . . there.
She pointed again. The movement made her gown—its pale green now death-priestess black from the effort of holding the shroud around her—rustle in the night.
The chimera went still. So did Desidora and Ululenia, but for Ululenia giving Desidora the angry mother of all accusing glares.
A head, mostly wolf except where part of its jaw slid uncomfortably into beak, lifted up, its eyes glowing with embers of rainbow light.
Ululenia was very quickly a mouse on the ground by Desidora’s foot.
The wolf head rolled over. Something in the chimera’s body cracked like a popped knuckle as it did, and rainbow sparks hissed out. An eagle talon by the head twitched, and Desidora saw that the talon ended in a snake’s head, the tongue flicking and testing the air, before it, too, seemed to relax.
Desidora counted to one hundred and then looked down at Ululenia. Then she pointed very slowly at the bones near the raw crystals.
Ululenia, still a mouse, scuttled over toward where the chimera lay. Desidora held still.
The mouse reached the bones, only a few feet from where the chimera slept. Ululenia sniffed them, then shifted into a squirrel. She gripped what had to have been a hand bone between her paws and scampered back to Desidora.
Desidora took the bone. With the shroud around her and unnatural cold all through her own person, human remains gave her no discomfort. She held it close and felt the aura. A man, simple and small and greedy and vain, in love with his wife and too tired after years of work to do enough to show it. No, useless. Above that, the pain, the hot flash of agony and slow sickening realization that it was too much, it was not an injury to recover from, that parts of his body were over there now and the only release would be when his heart stopped working so that what was happening to him would just be happening to his body. Not that either. Between them . . . flickering shapes of artificial energy, magic shaped into a puzzling array . . . there.
She found that energy aura, embraced it, lived it. For a moment, she was the aura. She nodded to Ululenia and stepped quietly back out of the clearing and into the woods. Not until they were past the bleeding trees did she let herself do more than creep.
Then she reached with her free hand into a pocket and drew out a simple blank crystal.
In her own aura, she created the energy of the key-aura, and then she poured it through her fingertips into the crystal, shapes upon shapes, layers upon layers. Where the aura was imperfect, she adjusted, filling in gaps with what her own knowledge of auras told her must be the right pattern. She cut away the man and his death and put into the crystal only the perfect pattern of the key that would open the inner processing wing.
When it was done, she slid the aura around the crystal closed, like shutting a book to keep the words inside. Sometime while she had worked, Ululenia had become a woman again, and Desidora handed her the crystal.
“It is done. Good luck.”
Ululenia nodded, took a few steps away, and said, “Travel safely.”
“Don’t worry about me.” Desidora smiled. “Go get your virgin.”
Ululenia snorted, and then magic shimmered around her and she was a snowy-white eagle. With a few hard flaps she was into the air, winging her way through the red-lit sky toward the mining facility.
Desidora watched her go. With luck, Loch and the others would have bought themselves enough time. Regardless, they had gone as quickly as they could, the unicorn and the death priestess. She let out a long breath.
“Thank goodness,” said the chimera from behind her, in a voice like rusted metal dragging across gravel. “We thought she’d never leave.”

The Sunrise Canyon was a blood-red scar across the landscape, and Loch stood beside Irrethelathlialann, the elf who had tried to kill her more than once, while Kail took their sad broken airship into the valley.
“This is a mistake, Isafesira,” Irrethelathlialann said.
“You know, I wasn’t convinced the first three times,” Loch said, not looking over at him, “but you’re starting to wear me down.”
“This desperation of this plan would be charming—”
“Your mother is charming, Ethel,” Kail said from the control console.
Loch shot him a look, then turned to Irrethelathlialann. “If the people trying to bring back the ancients need to sacrifice Dairy, then we need to rescue him.”
The elf sighed. “You’re going to get yourselves killed, and then the boy dies anyway, and the ancients return, and my people are enslaved because you two are idiots.”
“Hey, Ethel,” Kail said, adjusting the controls slightly as the airship edged closer to the great glowing red wall of the canyon, “remember when the Empire and the Republic were going to blow up, and that was okay with you, because it was just humans? You sort of lost us-listening-to-your-opinion right there.”
“If this mining complex includes the gateway to the ancients’ return,” Irrethelathlialann said, ignoring Kail, “then we need to bury it. If the boy must be sacrificed to bring open that gateway, then we must take him out of play. You attempt a complex solution when the time allowed permits only direct action.”
Loch looked back at the blood-red walls as they slowly slid by. The mining dock was a sliver of wood ahead of them, lit by giant glowlamps from the maw of the mine itself. “Would you like to explain what take him out of play means, so that I can tell Mister Dragon what you just suggested?”
“Ethel,” Kail said into the sudden and cold silence, “you don’t have a team of killers. You have a team of thieves. So we steal Dairy, and we’re good, and the ancients don’t get to come back, and nobody walks around enslaved to ancient magic swords or anything.”
“That’s hardly a . . . what?” Irrethelathlialann looked over at Kail. “Magic swords?”
“Yeah, that’s how they come back, right?” Kail blinked. “Ghylspwr is a hammer, and Arikayurichi is an ax. They’re all big impressive magic weapons that take over people’s minds, right?”
Irrethelathlialann laughed longer than was absolutely necessary.
“No,” Loch said, “the ancients are . . . as far as we know, they’re people. Ghylspwr and Arikayurichi are ancient souls bound to weapons, but nothing in the old lore says the ancients are like that.”
“But . . .” Kail looked a little hurt. “They’re both weapons.”
“I was so worried!” Irrethelathlialann said, still laughing. “I feel so much better knowing that the greatest minds in your Republic are responsible for creating this plan!”
The airship edged closer to the dock, and workers with glowing wands waved them in.
“You can see how I assumed it, though, right?” Kail asked plaintively.
“It’s fine, Kail,” Loch said, while Irrethelathlialann chuckled to himself. “We all clear on the plan?”
“We delay and disrupt while your unicorn and your death priestess copy the key,” the elf said, and lowered his voice as the airship came in to land. “I hope it works.”
“Glad to know you’re on our side, Ethel,” Kail said, and touched the airship down.
Loch lowered the gangplank and came down briskly, waving at the dock workers with her walking stick. “Republic Diplomatic Committee. Which one of you is the supervisor?”
The two dock workers who had drawn night-shift duty, neither of whom were the supervisor, went blank.
“Ma’am,” Kail called from behind her, “the ambassador has some concerns about the . . . I don’t even know what they are, but magical somethings? Does the supervisor have a recent measurement of . . . whatever those are?”
“Thaumaturgic emanations consistent with pollution of personal aura,” Irrethelathlialann said, swishing down the gangplank. “Lacking reassurance of temporary nature of personality degeneration due to radiant effects, diplomatic expedience is impossible.”
“Right,” Loch said, and looked back to the workers, nodding as she did. “So, the supervisor?”
“The mine isn’t open at night,” one of the workers said, trying the words out as though he knew it was going to go badly.
“What?” Kail called from the top of the gangplank.
“The mine must be open for inspection,” Loch added. “The elven ambassador has been planning this meeting for months.” She looked around in exasperation, casing the area as she did. The main docking bay had a huge entrance where primary cargo would be loaded onto airships for delivery. Beyond the massive crates and lifting golems, she saw the huge double doors that led down into the mine itself. A smaller door, still reinforced but built only to accommodate a person, was off to the left. According to Tern, that led to the meeting rooms for visiting guests.
More security workers were coming their way, and Kail raised his voice. “Are you telling me the mine doesn’t have anyone ready for the ambassador of the damned Elflands? Did they just forget about this?”
“Mendacity regarding diplomatic interests consistent with inadequate safety precautions,” Irrethelathlialann said, nervously clasping his hands.
“No, no, everything is fine,” Loch said quickly, “I’m sure there are no safety problems in the mine.” She glared at the workers.
“Our mine is completely safe!” one of them said, bless him.
“We’ve gone more than one hundred days without a worker being injured!” another added.
“Yes, and the supervisor will be more than happy to show us the processing center,” Loch said, her voice carrying across the dock, “and prove that the Elflands doesn’t need to demand reparations for damaging the river water with magical pollution.”
“But we’re not cleared to let anyone see the processing center,” said the first worker again.
“Do you want a diplomatic incident?” Kail asked, hopping down from the gangplank as Irrethelathlialann approached the dock worker. “Because you’re talking like a man who wants the news-puppets to be tossing out his name as the guy who started a diplomatic incident with the Elflands.”
“Just contact the supervisor and get him here,” Loch said patiently. “The ambassador will be happy to wait.”
“Briefly,” Irrethelathlialann added.
Loch solved the issue for everyone by walking forward, clacking her walking stick and brushing past the workers. “We’re certainly not making him wait outside here.”
The workers showed them into what was clearly a waiting room, nice enough for visiting technicians but with that hint of chemicals still in the air. A window looked out over the docking area, currently filled with concerned workers staring in at them, and a door on the other side of the room led further into the complex. A desk, currently unattended, had several crystal panels and a mug filled with an impressive number of pencils. A young man wearing ringmail and a helmet and carrying a truncheon looked at them with concern from his position by the door.
“How long will it take the supervisor to get here?” Loch asked the nearest worker as Irrethelathlialann poked at a couch with an expression of active dislike.
“Oh, it shouldn’t take long,” the worker said. “The mine supervisor is at home, but you want the processing center supervisor, and he’s still here.”
“Ah,” said Irrethelathlialann, blinking, “good, yes.”
“That is certainly better than the hour we were expecting to have to sit here and wait,” Kail added.
“Please hurry,” Loch added, and the worker left, shutting the door behind him.
Irrethelathlialann looked at the window. “Aural emanations necessitate sight-line impediment,” he said irritably to Kail. Kail sighed and pulled the curtain shut across the window, and Irrethelathlialann turned to the guard. “Security personnel?”
“Yes, it’s all right,” Loch said. “We don’t need to worry about him. He’s just to make sure we’re safe until the supervisor shows up to escort you on your tour.”
“Crown chakra blockage obfuscates observational ability,” Irrethelathlialann said, and waved at the guard. “Clarity is desired.”
The guard blinked. “What’s the elf going on about?”
“He wants you to take your helmet off so that he can see that you’re not a daemon,” Kail said with absolute disdain in his voice. “It’s apparently really important to their culture.”
Loch cleared her throat. “He sort of sees you as the supervisor, since you’re here right now, and you’re an authority figure,” she said. “There’s a greeting ritual.”
The guard glared. “I’m not doing a greeting ritual for some—”
“I know!” Kail cut in. “I know, and I’m so sorry to be asking, believe me—do you think we wanted this assignment?—but since your supervisor apparently forgot that this tour was even happening . . .”
“Cultural insensitivity deeply offensive,” Irrethelathlialann said. “Introduction salutations refused?”
“No, no, no one is refusing to respect your customs and start an incident while we wait for the supervisor to get here and take care of this,” Kail said. “Ma’am, do the bow thing.”
Loch swept back into a deep bow, her arms outflung. “May your leaves drink the sunlight.”
Irrethelathlialann returned the bow, only more gracefully. “Roots cradled in the earth.”
Loch gestured at the guard.
After a long moment, he sighed and started to bow. “May your—”
Kail coughed. “Helmet.”
“Metallic alloy blocks crown chakra,” Irrethelathlialann said.
The guard sighed, unbuckled his helmet, and dipped into a bow, at which point Loch rapped him on the back of the head with her walking stick. He went down bonelessly as Kail locked the door leading outside.
“Well, that was racist,” Irrethelathlialann said, moving to the door that led into the processing center.
“Don’t act like you’ve never played the crazy-elf card,” Loch said, moving the guard over behind the couch. “Door?”
“Locked. What happened to us having an hour to case the area and come up with a distraction under the guise of waiting for the supervisor, so that by the time your unicorn arrives with the key, we have a plan in place to move in?”
“We’re staying flexible,” Loch said. “Kail, watch the doors. Irrethelathlialann, I’m guessing those crystal panes are tied to scrying crystals throughout the complex.”
“You don’t say,” the elf replied, sitting down and thumbing the control panel. It chimed at him, and he held up a hand. The ring on his finger, lined with magic that stopped him from actually having the reaction most elves did to crystalline artifacts unless he wanted to have it, glittered, and he glared at the control panel with distaste. He pressed a few crystals in rapid succession, and the control panel chimed again, more happily this time. “I’m in. Scrying crystals through most of the mines—shielded heavily, so that the magic necessary to power them doesn’t cause an explosion. I also have access to what they’re doing in the processing center.”
“Any chance you can shut down the golems?” Kail asked from his spot by the door. “Even if they’re not built for combat, there’s always some command that ends up with them crawling all over us.”
“Not from here.” Irrethelathlialann frowned. “The golems run independently except for short-range control-wand overrides, in order to avoid magical contamination from the mine.”
Kail shrugged. “It was worth a shot.”
“How about opening up the processing center?” Loch asked, shoving the couch in front of the door leading farther into the back area, on the off chance anyone wanted to come in that way.
“No. We’ll have to hope your unicorn and death priestess come through. The processing center is”—the elf broke off—“strange. They’ve stopped production on most of the standard crystals your Republic uses. Instead, the processing center is producing either golems or . . . something called Project Paladin.”
“Not ominous at all,” Kail said, “in case you were wondering, Ethel. What about Dairy? We find him, all of their evil plans fall flat, right?”
“He’s not in the processing center, unless he’s being held somewhere without scrying ports.” Irrethelathlialann’s fingers flicked faster than Loch’s eye could follow. “No, no, nonono, trying the mines, and—” He broke off. “I may have found a flaw in your plan.”
Loch went behind the desk and looked over his shoulder.
The scrying panel Irrethelathlialann had activated showed an enormous stone chamber whose walls were, from what Loch could see in the fuzzy scrying screen, solid crystal. An altar, also formed from a single block of solid crystal, sat at the center of the chamber, with some sort of staff planted in the ground in front of it.
Chained to the altar was Dairy, wearing only a loincloth.
“Look at those shoulders. Kid’s been swimming,” Kail observed.
“That’s one of the mines?” Loch asked.
Irrethelathlialann glared. “Specifically, the locked mine directly beneath the processing center, listed as being filled with deadly levels of magical energy.”
“Might not actually be filled with deadly magical energy,” Kail said. “Dairy’s fine, after all.”
“Dairy is immune to all magic,” Irrethelathlialann said, stabbing at a little bar on the side of the crystal pane. “And according to these readings, the ambient magic in that room would kill you or Isafesira in seconds, and me faster than that.”
Kail clicked his tongue. “Well, Diz can get through it.”
“Diz being the death priestess who is down at the bottom of the canyon getting the key?” Irrethelathlialann asked acidly.
“There’s no need to be snotty, Ethel.”
“We have no key to enter the processing center and no means of rescuing the boy from the magic-flooded chamber even if we do access the processing center.” The elf glared at Loch. “We also lack the hour we should have had to plan our entry while awaiting the supervisor, since he is apparently here.”
“Keeping late hours, whoever he is,” Kail said.
“I suspect the new supervisor has little need for sleep,” Irrethelathlialann said, and pointed at the scrying panel. Loch looked back.
Standing before Dairy was a golem, and in one hand, it held Ghylspwr.




Five
I
STILL HOLD concerns about key parts of this plan,” Icy said, as though Tern hadn’t heard it the first two or three times.
Tern, Icy, and Hessler stood on the canyon floor, well below the mining facility entrance and on the far side of the canyon from where Ululenia and Desidora were presumably violating the integrity of the corpse to create a copy of the aura-locked key crystal. The walls were red and spooky, the trees were creepy, and the overall feeling was a lot less “in a friendly city with a lot of good kahva shops” than Tern liked.
“It will be fine, Icy,” she said, again, and it looked for a moment like Icy was going to stop, but then Hessler, normally the best boyfriend in the world, had to chime in with, “What aspects of the plan concern you?”
“The use of an uncontrolled magical explosion remains foremost in my mind,” Icy said.
They stood near a pile of loose rubble that marred the otherwise glassy perfection of the canyon wall. The rubble started about forty feet overhead, and Tern could see the original man-made marks where a tunnel had once been opened in the wall, along with scars in the ground where old scaffolding had once stood. According to the miner she and Icy had bought drinks for the last time they had considered robbing the processing center, the second mine entrance—an attempt to increase productivity and vent the magical buildup in some of the older tunnels—had failed miserably in a collapse that nearly cost good men their lives.
“I think uncontrolled is a really unfair way of putting it,” Tern said, looking up through the arms of her crossbow at a small spur of stone a few feet above the tunnel. “And now everyone hush.”
Everyone hushed. Tern aimed for another moment, let out a long slow breath, and then fired.
The bolt, tipped with a dwarven rocksplitter head, sank half its length into the glowing red rock, with a thin line dangling from it down to the ground.
“We’re eliminating any chance of deaths of innocent miners by creating the explosion at night,” Hessler said, “so if any moral concerns can be—”
“My concerns are that we are making an explosion,” Icy said with a tiny little sigh only Tern could hear, and pulled himself up the line with an easy hand-over-hand rhythm that looked simple until you thought about it or tried to do it yourself in an inn room once or twice.
“To be fair to Icy,” Hessler said, “we’re not sure exactly how large an explosion this is going to cause. There’s a reason the miners close these tunnels when the ambient magic builds up past a certain point.”
“Baby, as long as we’re not in the tunnel, we’re fine,” Tern said.
“See, you sound very confident, but I’m not sure how you’ve arrived at—”
“Shh, Icy needs to concentrate.”
“I don’t believe he’s still within earshot.”
“Shhhh.”
Icy had in fact just reached the old tunnel entrance about fifty feet overhead, holding on to the line with one hand and carefully working his other hand into the rubble that marked the collapsed tunnel. Tern heard him grunt slightly, and a little plume of red-glowing dust puffed out around him, along with a few small rocks that skipped down and clattered to the ground below.
“There is a small passage,” Icy called down softly. “I believe I can maneuver through it.” He uncoiled a length of fine leather tubing from his waist and tossed it down to Hessler, leaving the end attached to his waist. “Remember, one sharp tug means that you must feed me more tubing and shake the line, as it may have gotten caught, while two tugs means that I am stuck and need you to pull me back.”
“How many tugs means that we should trigger the explosion?” Tern asked.
Icy raised an eyebrow. “Me standing next to you, having extricated myself from the tunnel safely, and explicitly telling you to trigger the explosion is the only agreed-upon signal for you to trigger the explosion.”
“Or maybe three tugs?” Tern grinned.
Icy’s eyebrow communicated what most people communicated only by swearing loudly, which was impressive, given that it was the middle of the night and said eyebrow was lit only by evil red rocks. Icy grunted, let go of the line holding him up, and eased himself into the tiny gap in the rocks that Tern was only half sure actually existed.
“Do you wish I exercised more?” Hessler said after a moment, feeding the coil of tubing up into the tunnel overhead.
Tern punched him gently on the shoulder. “You are perfect just the way you are, boyfriend.”
“Ever since you got shot—”
“Which I recovered from completely,” Tern said immediately, ignoring the way the bones in her shoulder ached whenever the weather changed.
“I just . . .” Hessler sighed. “I don’t want to let you down again.”
“Baby, I don’t see how you having rippling abs is going to make the difference between life and death,” Tern said. “If you want to have rippling abs, go for it. I will absolutely support that. But do it for yourself, not for me.”
After a moment, Hessler said, “Thank you.”
“Unless you want rippling abs so that you look better naked and can do that one position we saw in the book.”
Hessler coughed. “I notice a fixation upon abdominal—” He broke off at a tug on the tubing, and shook the line with careful concentration.
“You don’t need to save me,” Tern said.
“Nor can he,” came a voice from behind them, and Tern and Hessler turned to see the trackers Kail had talked about coming out of the trees toward them.

Desidora turned around slowly.
The chimera loomed over her, a few steps away. It was not as big as she had expected. Curled up, it was probably no larger than a pony. But it spread itself wide enough to blot out the nighttime sky, the translucent skin between its wings catching the crimson light from the walls so that the wings themselves seemed to glow.
Heads watched her. Wolf-eagle, jaguar, snake. Every eye burned with glowing embers of anger. Rainbow sparks hissed at joints, dripping bits of magic on the canyon floor.
“I do not wish to fight,” Desidora said, completely honestly.
“Death priestess,” the chimera said, and it was a they, not an it. The beaked wolf spat one word, and the snake hissed the other. “Chosen by the gods to bring death. Do you bring ours?”
“No,” Desidora said, taking a slow step backward.
“Pity. We were many, once. Pixie and satyr and peryton and sylph. There was fighting. Our fault but not ours. We did not want it, except those of us who did.” The voices whined and growled through the words as if biting through each syllable. “And now we are us.” They took a step forward to match Desidora’s step back, a wolf paw spurred with porcupine spines. “We hurt. We never stop hurting. The feeding does not let us become one again . . . but you might. Your gift of death . . . the power might let us become one. Or die. Either would be good.”
The air around Desidora went cold, and the grass darkened to twisting black thorns around her. “I have said twice that I wish no conflict with you, but if death is your wish, attack me, and I will grant it.” Her dress slid to a glossy black trimmed with silver glyphs at the hem, which, honestly, Desidora thought was a really nice touch.
“Stupid woman.” The chimera twitched, and then they were on top of Desidora, pinning her to the ground so quickly that she had not even seen them move. “You hold no power over us! We have no soul for you to touch with your death powers! We are unliving, pollution of the ancients’ magic, and now that they return, we will be hunted and killed.” The beaked wolf head loomed in close to Desidora’s face, close enough for her to feel its breath. “But we will die last.”
“Surprise,” Desidora muttered, and stabbed the chimera with the silver knife she had slipped from her pocket.
The silver caught fire as it touched the fairy creature’s skin, and the chimera reared back, every one of their heads shrieking. The chimera flashed, rainbow sparks flaring wildly, and Desidora felt a tremendous impact, rolled and slid, and then slammed into the canyon wall with another tremendous impact that left the stone around her cracked.
It would have killed a normal woman, but Desidora was not a normal woman at the moment. She struggled to her feet as the chimera howled and thrashed, one of their legs trailing limp on the ground with prismatic energy sparking from it.
“Too many,” the chimera rasped, “too many to die so easily.”
“Your loss,” Desidora said. One hand slapped the wall, which glowed red with the latent energy of the crystals deep within it.
The red glow suddenly went dark around her hand, fading to normal stone and leaving a dead and dull section of canyon wall twenty feet across, and Desidora raised her other hand and flung her stolen fire at the chimera.
This time, they staggered, eagle and bat wings flailing madly, a dozen malformed claws lashing at the air, but Desidora saw that while the force of the fire had flung the chimera back, the creature was largely unburnt, with just a little smoke curling away at the edges of the body where fur met feathers. Whatever twisted magic held the chimera together protected the creature as well.
As her attacker stumbled, she lunged for the silver dagger where it lay on the ground.
A wolf paw slammed her to the ground just short of the weapon, and she reached frantically as the crushing weight of the creature pressed her again to the ground. “No,” said the chimera from every mouth at once. “You were foolish to fight me. Arrogant. Such an arrogant apple, babbling brook—”
The chimera crashed to the ground beside Desidora, a snowy-white eagle atop it. Quickly! Ululenia’s voice rang in Desidora’s mind.
Desidora lunged for the silver dagger. Even as she turned, Ululenia had already shifted into a great white bear, roaring her rage as she plowed into the chimera, but the creature was coiling and striking around her, claws and scales and fangs and quills, and . . .
Desidora brandished the knife, saw a head that wasn’t Ululenia’s, and struck, again and again.
The chimera roared in pain from every mouth, and a brilliant burst of rainbow light speared through the creature’s body, shining in the nighttime sky.
It was Ululenia’s horn. She had changed to her natural form, and the chimera was crumbling to dull gray dust around her.
And, as the dust settled, Desidora saw that the rainbow sparks no longer flared from the dying body. They twisted instead into Ululenia.
She was still snowy white, but on her flank, next to the black mask with the antlers, there sat a new mark: a flame whose tongues were each a tiny different animal head.
Desidora sank to her knees as the death magic left her. Her gown, pale green again, was torn from the claws, and her hands were shaking. “Are you all right?”
I thought I should check on you, Ululenia said, her voice a little strained. I didn’t come back to kill the chimera. I just wanted to be certain you were safely away.
“If you hadn’t,” Desidora said, “I’d be dead right now.” She got back to her feet, wobbling a little, and put a hand on Ululenia’s flank. “Thank you.”
Yes. I saved you. That is what I did. It wasn’t . . . There was no other way. I knew somehow. I must have felt it waking and not realized it. That’s why I . . . don’t tell Little One.
“Ululenia.” Desidora patted her flank again, and felt the unicorn shivering faintly. “You’re all right. And if you’re not, we can help.”
No, I’m fine. I’m fine. Ululenia shook herself. I should get the key to my Little One. You are certain you are all right?
“It’s a good thing my part in this job is finished,” Desidora said, forcing a laugh, “as I believe I will be taking it easy as I rejoin Tern and the others at the tunnel.”
Good. I’m glad. That is why I came, to make sure you were okay. Ululenia shifted under Desidora’s hands, and was a great snowy eagle again. Good luck. I’m sorry.
She flapped off into the night, and Desidora watched her go. Only when the eagle was lost in the night sky did Desidora release the tight hold on her thoughts.
“That’s going to get ugly,” she muttered. But it was not something to deal with right now.
She sank to her knees to shake a bit more.

Deep in the most secure rooms of the Sunrise Canyon processing center, Westteich looked from the message crystal to Arikayurichi, still held by Commander Mirrok. “Loch is where?”
“Here,” Arikayurichi said, and, while he had no mouth, Westteich nevertheless got the impression that if the ax had teeth, it would be gritting them. “The miners say that she is leading a group claiming to have an appointment to inspect the processing center.”
The processing center was a magnificent structure, filled with alchemical wonders that surpassed even what Westteich had seen in the Forge of the Ancients. Out in the main room, crystals tended by golem workers rode moving ramps through treatment systems whose fantastic alchemy turned them from raw material into the magic that ran the Republic. Meanwhile, in the back room, a great array of crystals protruded from one wall in a pattern no mortal eye could follow, great shards glowing in all the colors of the rainbow while gem-studded control consoles spat out information about the mine and the magic that flowed through it. The entire magic-rich processing center was walled off safely from the mine by several feet of solid yvkefer plating.
It also had impressive security, which Westteich took advantage of now. “Your trackers are incompetent,” he snapped, running a thumb along the control console and snapping rapidly from scrying point to scrying point. “They should have apprehended them before now. If you give me control of the security golems, I can—”
“No.” Arikayurichi pulled Mirrok to attention. “You lack the skill to bring them down. Support Ghylspwr on the technical work necessary to ready the gate. That fits your abilities. I will handle Loch personally.”
“Of course, absolutely,” Westteich said, smiling and thinking about snapping Arikayurichi over his knee. He hit another scrying point and stopped. “Entry area, by the way, in case you hadn’t located them yet. There’s Loch, there’s Kail working on the door, and . . . I’m not sure who the elf is.”
“Assist Ghylspwr. Open the gate,” Arikayurichi said, and, held in Mirrok’s iron grasp, stalked from the room.
Westteich glared after him. While he could speak, unlike the warhammer Ghylspwr (who had foolishly sacrificed some of his essence and lost most of his vocabulary in the process), Arikayurichi had proven difficult to impress in Westteich’s experience so far. At first, Westteich had been uncertain, even worried, that it might in some way reflect upon him.
Then he had realized who Arikayurichi was. As the living soul of an ancient, Arikayurichi had seemed impressive, and Westteich had nearly fallen into the same trap of blindness that struck weaker minds. But Arikayurichi had been here in this world for centuries, waiting for the proper time, diligent in his duty.
It was impressive, yes, as the gears of a well-made clock were impressive. But that did not make the gears special or deserving of respect beyond that for a tool that had served its function.
Anyone who stayed behind to do the dirty work for centuries was not the leader of his people. The leader would be in the world of the ancients, planning thoughtfully amid whatever luxury that other world had to offer, as befitting his station. That was who Westteich had to impress, not some cynical ground operative.
Westteich would let Arikayurichi deal with Loch and take credit for it (despite Westteich’s use of the scrying points to actually locate the woman). While the ax did his duty, Westteich would prove his worth by seeing the ancients into this world in glory.
Since Arikayurichi had forgotten to do so, Westteich did reach over and activate the alarms, however.

Loch looked up as the alarms went off, long blaring sirens unmistakable for anything else but a warning about intruders.
“New plan,” she said, looking around.
“We have no means of advancing our goal,” Irrethelathlialann said. “We must leave now.”
“We leave, Dairy dies,” Loch said and stepped outside.
“He dies, the ancients return,” Kail added from right behind her.
The elf stepped out behind them, muttering to himself.
The workers on the dock looked at them in confusion, none ready to approach. At the end of the dock, Kail’s sad excuse for an airship was still safely moored. Inside the main hangar, massive lifting golems slowly maneuvered crates onto pallets for transport, and rails ran to the great double doors that led down to the mine proper.
“Not to agree with Ethel,” Kail said quietly, “but how do we fight Ghylspwr? I mean, our big heavy hitter for going toe to toe with the tough bad guys was Ghylspwr.”
“A weapon holding the soul of an ancient contains certain key alchemical compounds,” Irrethelathlialann said behind them. “The proper acids could damage the metal, even dissolve it.”
“Good to know. For now, the mine,” Loch said, and started forward, walking stick banging on the stone of the hangar floor.
The door to the waiting room crashed open behind them, and a group of men trooped out. While the security guard Loch had taken down earlier wore ringmail and a blocky helmet, these men wore long dark coats fitted with strips of silver and undershirts reinforced with similar banding. Each carried a staff tipped at each end with a silver metal cap. They seemed a lot wealthier and a lot less friendly than the normal security guard had, and had a look that Loch couldn’t quite place, not quite military but formal nevertheless, all of them with chiseled jaws and short haircuts.
“Think we found the guys who run things in the processing area,” Kail said. “Those may be the whitest men I have ever seen.”
Irrethelathlialann’s hand slid into his robes. “They will be redder in a moment.”
“Wait.” Loch stepped back past them toward the men. Six of them. Not the best odds. “Listen to me,” she said. “You want to arrest us, great, but something is happening down in one of the old mining tunnels. Something strange has been happening here lately, hasn’t it?”
“What has been happening,” sneered one of the guards, “is the return of the ancients, Urujar thug.”
“Ah,” Kail said from behind Loch, “so they’re in on that, then.”
“Makes things easier,” Loch said, and cracked the nearest guard across the face with the head of her walking stick. As he fell, she shoved him into another and swung down at a third, hooking his staff. She pulled, yanked the staff from his grasp, and punched the walking stick into his throat as the others charged in.
The one coming in spun his staff. Loch stepped in, used both hands to catch the staff with her stick, kicked him in the knee, and slammed an elbow into his face as he stumbled.
“Nobles,” she said, and saw that the others were down as well. Kail stood over one, holding a staff and wiggling the fingers of his other hand, while Irrethelathlialann stood over two more, his wood-bladed rapier having appeared from the folds of his robe as if by magic. “These are nobles.”
“Oh yeah, you can tell by the chin,” said Kail. “It’s an old-money chin.”
Irrethelathlialann smiled. “So the nobles of your Republic have sent their sons to assist the ancients in returning. How delightfully human.”
A white shape flapped over the dock and into the hangar. The air around it shimmered, and Ululenia dropped into a crouched landing, a pale woman with ash-blond hair and a white dress with . . . Loch squinted . . . two black shapes on the hip. The few remaining dock workers simply ran away at this point, which was fine with Loch, given that the alarm was still blaring, so subtlety was by and large no longer an option.
“Your key, Little One,” Ululenia said, still breathing heavily, her hands on her knees.
“Change in plans,” Loch said.
Ululenia shot her a look, and then seemed to notice the blaring siren. “As the wolf bays on the trail of the fleeing vixen, so your entrance has encountered difficulty?”
“She said change in plans,” Kail said. “You all right?”
“She has killed again,” Irrethelathlialann said. “Was it easier this time? I hear it gets easier.”
“Perhaps I should slice open your belly and ride you as you slowly bleed to death,” Ululenia said, still crouching, “coaxing you with gentle caresses into the very motions that would send your guts spilling to the earth, and then I can tell you if that felt easier?” She paused, then looked at Loch. “I am fine.”
“Yes, we can tell,” Kail said. “That was the kind of thing a fine person would say.”
“Key,” Loch said, and Ululenia tossed it over, a simple crystal that glowed with a pattern Loch’s eyes could almost trace. “Now, we need Desidora. Dairy is in the death zone, not the processing center. Without Desidora’s magic, we have no way to get to him.”
“My virgin.”
“Neither yours, nor virgin,” Irrethelathlialann pointed out.
“Nevertheless . . .” Ululenia shook her head and rose back to her feet. “I will get Desidora.”
“Tell her that Ghylspwr is here,” Kail said.
Ululenia started, then nodded. Without another word, she shifted back into an eagle and took to the skies.
“It’s so dramatic when the old ones finally taste blood,” Irrethelathlialann said.
“Later.” Loch started for the great double doors. “For now, the mine and the processing center. The death zone isn’t an option until Desidora gets back, but we can sure as hell find whatever Project Paladin is and hit it with wrenches.”
There were dock workers between them and the looming entranceway. Loch held the walking stick up as she approached. “Not your fight,” she said, and they scattered. She pulled the lever to open the great double doors, and they creaked and strained, using gears and not magic as they swung out to either side.
Inside, the mine was lit by well-shielded glowlamps strung along the ceiling. The cart rails led in to a large opening chamber, and then split. To the right, they ran to a lift leading down to the tunnels, while to the left, they ran to a large sealed door forged from reinforced yvkefer.
“Expensive,” Irrethelathlialann said. “The dwarven metal shields that entire area against magic.”
“Processing center, then,” Kail said.
They got to the door. Loch saw a crystal square beside the doorframe and held the key out toward it. The crystal square chimed and glowed, and the door clunked and whirred and made a lot of gear noises as it slid open.
Inside, she could see what had to be the processing center. A great moving belt lifted crystals up from the mine below onto a rattling platform where they were sorted for size. From there, other moving belts carried the crystals off in different directions to vats and assembly chambers, magical and alchemical wonders that turned the raw crystals into the devices used throughout the Republic. The belts snaked back and forth across the massive room so that the entire area was in constant motion. Golems stood watch at key points; they were simple functional models built for durability rather than grace, fitted with impressive lenses that Loch guessed let them spot hidden flaws in the crystals that slid by.
At the far side of the processing center, overhead crystals with harsh azure lights brighter than daylight bathed a long table with their glow. Objects rested on the table, but she couldn’t see what they were from the doorway.
She started into the room.
Then she looked at the golems, still patiently doing their job while the security alarm continued to blare out its earsplitting siren.
She lifted a hand to Kail and signaled Trap in the sign language they had learned in the scouts. Then she dove into the room, going in low and rolling as she hit the ground.
The ax ripped into the doorframe where her head would have been, and as Loch came back to her feet, the Hunter golem holding it yanked it free and turned to her. While they were difficult to tell apart, this one looked charred and scraped in a few places, which made Loch suspect it was the one she had fought at the Forge of the Ancients.
The ax, however, she definitely recognized.
“Isafesira de Lochenville,” Arikayurichi said. “I cannot tell you how much I’ve been looking forward to this.”




Six
YOU’RE AN OGRE,” Tern said to the largest of the three figures. The ogre was dressed like a human, and Tern didn’t have a lot of experience with ogres in general, since Tern generally avoided the wilderness as a large, dirty place lacking in expensive things to steal.
“My people call themselves Besnisti,” the ogre said. She spoke like someone with an education, though the words were muffled by the tusks. The red light of the walls didn’t hit her properly. It was as though she were lit from within somehow.
“Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” Tern said, smiling. “My boyfriend and I were taking a hike by the light of the wall here. We heard that children conceived by its light grow up to be better wizards!”
“I’m not certain that the magical emanation would have any beneficial effect upon an unborn child,” Hessler said, and then blinked at her stare and added, “but we thought we might try nevertheless.”
“You are thieves,” said the bony woman. “Your lies are an insult.”
“Well, I suppose we had better surrender, then,” Tern said brightly to Hessler, “so the three of them can question us?”
“What?” Hessler asked. “Really?”
“No questions,” said the smallest of the trackers, a cloaked thing that Tern had thought might be a dwarf until it spoke, at which point she heard its piped-through-a-tube voice and realized how much trouble they were in.
“And you’re one of the scorpion-folk,” she said, looking at Hessler and grinning madly. “Hessler, have you heard of the scorpion-folk? They can kill you with three tugs of their poisonous stingers.”
“Three tugs of . . .” Hessler made an “oh” face and then added, “So you’re saying they’re dangerous?” As he asked the question, he pulled on the line leading up into the collapsed mining tunnel three times.
“Oh, they’re crazy dangerous,” Tern said, “and between an ogre and one of them and whatever you are, lady, no offense—”
“Troll,” said the bony woman.
The leather coil jerked in Hessler’s hand, once.
“We have no interest in fighting,” Tern went on, “so we absolutely surrender, and whichever of you three tugs us into custody can be assured that we will answer all questions and cooperate fully!”
Hessler tugged on the line three more times.
“No questions,” said the scorpion again, and moved forward with jerky hopping little motions.
“Wait,” said the bony woman, “if they surrender, their deaths are not demanded.”
The leather coil jerked in Hessler’s hand, twice this time.
“We are not murderers,” said the ogre.
“Not murder but deaths,” said the scorpion, and Tern knew enough of the dwarven war stories to know that him getting close was bad, but not how close, except that ten feet was almost certainly close enough to be bad.
“If you don’t accept our surrender, then, I mean, we have to fight back, right?” Tern raised her crossbow as well as her voice. “And you, scorpion, might know that this thing is dwarven crafted, and I’m carrying about two dozen different loadouts, so who knows what I might do with three tugs of my finger on the trigger?”
“Nothing,” said the scorpion. “Current setting, grapple-line.”
The leather coil jerked in Hessler’s hand, three times.
“Okay, that’s a valid point,” Tern said, “and finally, rockslide-victim-says-what?”
“What?” the bony woman asked.
Hessler lifted a hand to the end of the leather tube and focused upon it.
The magic in his hand, aimed at producing the brightest, flashiest magical radiance Hessler could manage, looped through the coils of the leather tube faster than the eye could follow, glittering radiance zipping up the side of the canyon wall and into the tunnel.
Looking up, Tern saw Icy leap from the collapsed tunnel just as the loudest noise Tern had ever heard reverberated from the canyon walls.
Then Hessler was pulling her into a frantic run as the rocks came pouring down.

Arikayurichi spun himself in the golem’s hands as he came at Loch. “Do you have any last words, Urujar?”
“Someday I’ll find out,” Loch said as the tip of a ruby-red wooden blade sprouted from the golem’s chest. “Not today, though.”
The golem stumbled, and Irrethelathlialann pulled his blade free. “So much bravado,” the elf said, and then dove back as the golem spun, bringing Arikayurichi up with a strike that would have chopped the elf in half.
“Find Project Paladin!” Loch snapped. “I’ve got the ax.”
Kail darted past them. Irrethelathlialann raised an eyebrow at Loch, then followed after him.
“You’ve got the ax,” Arikayurichi said as the golem turned back to Loch. Sparks of energy crackled from the wound in its chest, but the Hunter seemed to move as quickly as ever. “You? Perhaps dying has clouded your memory of our last encounter.”
He lunged at her, and Loch came up with the walking stick, hooking the blow aside as she gave ground. The golem spun with the movement, one leg coming up to lash out with a kick, and Loch stepped in instead of out, catching the golem’s hip with her knee and smashing the butt of the walking stick into the back of its head.
“You mean when I beat you?” Loch kicked the golem’s other leg behind the knee, sending it crashing to the ground. She lifted the stick and came down at the golem’s back, aiming for the tear in its ringmail.
The golem rolled, recovering faster than any human could have. Arikayurichi knocked the blow aside and then came up with a lunging blow that flung the golem to its feet and sent Loch diving back.
It left her on her heels, and the golem spun into a kick that caught her on the shoulder and slammed her into the side of one of the moving belts.
“You beat me?” Arikayurichi chuckled. “I rode a corpse. You wielded Ghylspwr, a warrior almost as great as I am. And even then, he asked me to let you win.” He spun in the golem’s hands again. “Do you know how insulting that was, that I should fall to you?”
“Getting an idea.” Loch caught the top of the moving belt to pull herself up, felt it slide under her fingers, and then rolled onto it with a grunt.
“He wanted you spared.” Arikayurichi’s voice dripped with contempt. “He thought you were worthy of serving the ancients. And most importantly, Isafesira de Lochenville?” The golem took two steps and leaped onto the moving belt as well. “He is not here right now.”
Loch kicked as it landed, catching the golem’s ankle and sending it slipping on the crystals that rode the belt with them. She thumbed the catch on the walking stick and slid the blade free as she dove at the golem, slashing across its arm.
Blade cleaved through metal and crystal and sheared the arm off just above the elbow. For one moment, Arikayurichi tumbled free.
Then the golem’s other hand closed on the ax, catching it and spinning it up with a strike that hissed past Loch’s face.
“That’s a good blade,” Arikayurichi said as the golem kicked Loch in the gut. She dropped, rolled, and used the sheath-stick and the blade together to catch Arikayurichi just behind the head as the ax came down. “It must date back to the ancients. Stole that from Westteich, did you?”
The golem had only one arm, but Loch was on her back, and the head of the ax hovered a few inches from her throat.
“A lady never tells.” The moving belt was carrying them toward a massive contraption, a crystal that hung from the ceiling and shone a beam of energy down onto the smaller crystals passing under it. The beam made Loch’s ears ring, unless she’d hit her head while landing.
She bucked, pushed hard, and slid forward, letting Arikayurichi slam into the belt over her head as she kicked up between the golem’s legs. On a man, that kind of kick might have ended the fight. The golem stumbled, at least, and Loch slashed with her blade, opening up the ringmail across its gut and baring the crystals underneath.
Loch started to roll from the moving belt, then caught herself. To the side was a vat filled with a thick liquid. Its acrid fumes stung her nostrils, and she rolled back the other way instead.
Too slow. The golem’s stump smashed down across her jaw, slamming her head into the belt, and the Hunter pulled Arikayurichi free. A vicious kick caught her wrist and sent her blade sailing away.
“A lady,” Arikayurichi said as another kick caught her in the side. She’d felt it coming and tucked her arms in, but it still caught the old memory of where she’d broken a few ribs months ago. “You might have the title, but you are hardly a lady. You’re a rodent scurrying through the affairs of your betters, befouling plans you don’t even understand.”
Beneath her body, Loch felt the sudden rumble in the earth.
“The word,” Loch said, “is scout. You know what your problem is?”
“What?” Arikayurichi asked as he came up over Loch’s head. “My cruelty, by your limited understanding? My love of order and hatred for those who oppose it?”
“You forgot to close the door that kept the ambient magic out,” Loch said, and the golem turned as the ground shook and fire billowed into the room.
The shock wave sent crystal flying and made gears groan. Loch covered her face and felt heat wash over her, a quick wave followed by a rushing wind that flung the golem over her. She looked up to see that it had landed beneath the great crystal, and the still-firing energy beam scored a trail of black into its torso.
Loch hauled herself up as the golem rolled over, sparks hissing from the line of black. She got back to her feet at the same time that it did.
“I should have killed you,” Arikayurichi said as the golem limped toward her, one leg scorched and twitching.
“Yep.” Loch’s blade was gone, but she still had the stick-sheath, and she shifted it to her good hand and spun it once. “That was my friends firing the ambient magic all throughout the mines. Wonder how much damage they did to that room down below?”
Arikayurichi roared wordlessly as the golem lunged forward with a great blow that, even one-armed, would have cut Loch into pieces had it struck home.
Loch stepped back, cracked down with her stick on the golem’s wrist, and kicked the ax from its grasp.
Arikayurichi flew from the moving belt, splashed into the chemical vat, and sank with a plume of hissing purple smoke.
The golem’s arm clamped around her throat from behind. “He was a poor example of the ancients we serve. Nevertheless, I am sworn to obey them, and I must avenge his death.”
Loch kicked back at the golem’s knee, then stabbed blindly behind her with the stick. Neither did any good.
“I prefer to believe that most ancients are beneficent,” the golem said as its grip around her throat tightened and black flickered at the edge of Loch’s vision, “despite the means they employ to ensure their return. It allows me to see my work as good, which has been a commmforrrr—”
It broke off.
Loch heard the high-pitched ringing in her ears, realized what it meant, and flung herself forward as the great crystal’s energy beam seared through the golem, slicing it into two smoking halves. She scrambled forward, past the vat where Arikayurichi still hissed and bubbled, and then rolled down off the moving belt, coughing and holding her throat as she landed.
A dozen more black-coated nobles had come out from a door at the far side of the processing center while she’d been busy with Arikayurichi. Kail and Irrethelathlialann were dealing with them across the room, the scout dodging and jabbing with his stolen staff while the elf darted to and fro, his blade always moving.
“Well, Captain Loch,” came a familiar voice, and she looked up to see Westteich among more black-coated men. He smiled. “I see you dealt with the ax . . . and Commander Mirrok, who I will honestly miss a great deal more.”
Loch saw her fallen blade and scooped it up. It hummed in her hand, probably responding to the magic coursing through the room. She stood up, still catching her breath, and raised it to Westteich, whose smile faded as he saw it.
“Project Paladin,” she said.
“You’ll find out more about it,” Westteich said, taking a few steps back toward the long table under the bright lights, “very shortly. But in the meantime, I would prefer no more random explosions.” He raised a control wand and pressed a button, and the door leading out to the mine proper slammed shut, with the sound of many mechanical things locking it into place. “And since you like golems so much . . .”
He raised a small control wand, and the processing center golems all stopped what they were doing, raised their lensed faces, and looked at Loch.
Westteich’s smile returned. “I would like her dead, and my family blade returned, please.”




Seven
AS THE FLAMES of the enormous explosion cleared and boiled away to little plumes of smoke, Desidora and Ululenia shared a look with the miner who stood in front of them on the main dock.
“As the wolf scents prey on the summer breeze, we should investigate what happened,” Ululenia said, smiling at the miner.
Desidora, as a former love priestess, knew sexy smiles when she saw them. This had the dangerously excited twist that made targets think about breaking the rules and threats and stress and how all of those things made the heart rate speed up and put the body into fight-or-flight mode, although “fight” was not precisely the right word here.
“Um,” said the miner, a young Urujar man, “in the event of a magical explosion, we’re supposed to arrogant apple, babbling brook . . .” He trailed off uncertainly.
“I hear mines are exciting,” Desidora said, breathing with a bit more chest than necessary and rolling her shoulders, since apparently that was how they were playing this one, “and we’d be so careful. You’d be in charge of both of us.”
“We’d do whatever you say,” Ululenia added.
“Well, I guess as long as we go creeping in like cats, we’d be all right,” the miner said, stammering a little, and Ululenia took his hand and led him from the dock into the mine.
The door to the processing center closed ahead of them as they entered the mine area, and the miner led them over to the right, where a massive lift led down to the lower tunnels. It was scorched from the explosion, which was not how Desidora preferred anything that was to support her weight to be. Nevertheless, the miner stepped on without a second thought. His first thought was likely related to how Ululenia was running her fingers up and down his arm and making little “hmmm” noises.
The lift clanked into motion, descending with a shuddering rattling motion that made Desidora’s teeth chatter.
“So, Jerval, what do you do for fun so far from all the cities?” Ululenia asked, still doing the arm thing.
“I, um, well,” said the miner, presumably Jerval, who was almost certainly a virgin given how much attention Ululenia was paying him, and who really had no chance whatsoever at this point. “We play suf-gesuf and sing, most nights. The airships fly us back to the city every few weeks for a break.”
“All of you?” Desidora played with her hair a little and leaned against Ululenia. “Even the guys at the processing center?”
“Oh no, not them,” Jerval said quickly. “They mostly keep to themselves. They have official Republic business. We’re not supposed to bother them at all. In fact, if this is something that might concern them, we can decadent doves . . .” He blinked and went silent.
“I can’t wait to see this mine!” Desidora said into the silence. “If it’s dark, can we all hold hands?”
Ululenia giggled and squeezed the fingers holding hands with Jerval, who flushed and looked away. Desidora took the chance to shoot Ululenia a look, eyebrows raised. What happened to dawdling duck? she thought as loudly as she could.
As the hare sheds her plain winter coat with the warmth of the coming spring, so all of us must grow up sometime, Ululenia said in Desidora’s head.
The lift descended in silence, passing by level after level with the walls growing a bit brighter as they went. Each level had one or two long mining tunnels leading off into the red-lit distance. Desidora felt the magic prickling at her skin now. She had expected the explosion to have burned most of it from the air, but it emanated from the walls so strongly that the priestess could almost see waves shimmering before her. The walls themselves shone with an even brighter glow than outside, a clean ruby light so luminous that glowlamps weren’t needed.
It was the same ruby-red glow Desidora had seen in the makeshift golems she had fought months before. It made sense, of course—if these were the crystals in their natural form, then the process by which the crystals were wiped of any attunement must return them to their natural color as well.
They still reminded her of things with blades and hooks for hands trying to kill her.
And of Ghylspwr, whom she had trusted, controlling them the entire time.
Heat pricked Desidora’s face and arms, and she looked down to see that her skin had gone pale. The air around her stung like a sunburn, the ambient magic reacting to the power of her death-priestess aura with the beginnings of another explosion.
With Ululenia’s wide and ostensibly innocent eyes upon her, Desidora let out a long, slow breath and released the anger. The magic swirled away, and she was a love priestess again, feeling Jerval’s confused but very excited aura reacting to Ululenia.
The lift finally stopped in a massive circular chamber from which multiple tunnels led off in every direction. Mine-cart tracks were laid down through most of them, although in some cases the tracks were clearly in a state of disrepair, inhabiting tunnels that had been boarded over.
Desidora saw that they were not alone. In the strange ruby-red light of the mine, it was hard to guess at size, and everything was either red or black, but she guessed that the figures would only come up to her waist. They moved around at what could best be called a scamper, some walking, some leaping on all fours with furry tails flitting behind them. She thought they had fur, and their faces looked like something between fox and human.
Desidora could feel the inherent life energy of every natural living creature. Humans and elves and dwarves had auras, with the elves feeling brighter and sharper and the dwarves feeling more solid and stable. Fairy creatures had no auras at all. The question of whether something had an aura had never been a confusing one.
Until now. Looking at the creatures, she saw energy, the beginning of a familiar pattern, and then it . . . went somewhere else, her eyes sliding over the blank space back and forth uncomfortably like a tongue worrying at an aching tooth. The energy didn’t end. She would have been able to sense that. Instead, it was as though it went to some place Desidora could not follow, like a road twisting out of view behind the trees.
“Oh, those are so cute!” she chirped, feeling the magic around her and working out how to draw upon that power without immolating herself if need be. “What are they?”
“Kobolds,” said Jerval, looking nervous. “You’re supposed to be nice to them. Miners who aren’t nice have accidents.” He lifted the hand that didn’t have Ululenia all over it, counting. “Usually only see one at a time, if that. Maybe the explosion brought them out, or . . . No, this isn’t right. We shouldn’t be down here. Come on, I’ll take you erotic eggplant.” He shook his head again.
“Jerval,” Ululenia said, coiling her arm around his waist, “I bet there’s one mine where nobody has gone for a long time, and there are rules about it, even more than the other ones that are shut down, and, Jerval, if you could point me at that mine, I would be sooooo grateful.” Her leg was hooked around the back of his knee, almost like they were dancing.
“I . . . um . . .” said Jerval, “fondling fern,” and pointed at one of the tunnels.
“Mmm.” Ululenia leaned in with a kiss that twined around Jerval like a warm summer breeze, and the virgin sank to the floor of the lift and did not move when Ululenia stood up.
“So at least fondling fern stayed the same,” Desidora said, stepping off the lift and into the mine.
“I saw no reason to change it.” Ululenia followed her, and Desidora heard a faint hiss followed by, “Damn it!”
“Horn reacted to the ambient magic?”
“As the wasp stings my forehead,” Ululenia muttered.
The kobolds scampered away as the two women walked toward the mining tunnel Jerval had pointed at. They watched from the edge of the room. Looking carefully—there were no shadows, which made it hard to tell for certain—Desidora thought that some of the kobolds watched from in the walls.
“Have you heard of them?” she asked. The magic still pulsed around her, but she had gotten the feel for it now. Outside, she had pulled magic from the wall itself. Here, she might be able to do it from the air, if need be. “The kobolds?”
“Never,” Ululenia said. “Fairy creatures have little use for mines. But the feel of them is . . .”
“Wrong?”
“Yes.”
Whatever they were, the kobolds stayed carefully distant. Their eyes tracked the women as they crossed the floor and came to the tunnel Jerval had pointed at. It was boarded off like the rest, but Desidora saw that the boards had been built into a simple door, and the mine-cart tracks were clean and functional.
She pulled the door open, and the kobolds, all of them, darted back at the squeak of hinges. Magic rushed out around her, and she let the death aura roll over her, used it to turn that magic away, to be the oil around which the water flowed without dissolving it. “Ululenia, are you all right with this?”
“It . . . yes. For now.” Ululenia’s voice was strained. Desidora looked back and saw that Ululenia was leaning over, one hand shielding her forehead. “Let us hurry.”
The tunnel ahead was darker, which at first made no sense to Desidora. As she started down the path, though, the magic boiled around her, and she realized the truth. “The crystals fling out energy, some of it light. As we get closer to the purest sections, the magic is so strong that it overwhelms even that light.”
Something skittered in the walls, something with a voice between a giggle and the sound of a tin fork dropped onto a wooden table. “How do they live in this?” Ululenia said behind her.
“I’m not certain they live at all.” Desidora kept the magic safely at bay and kept moving. If not for her death magic, she would already have died.
The walls faded to blood red as they walked, and then a deep burgundy, and then, as Desidora began to fear they would be walking in darkness, she saw light ahead, blessedly normal white light from a glowlamp in a chamber in the distance.
“When this is over,” Ululenia muttered through gritted teeth, “I am going to ravish young Jerval.”
Desidora looked back. Ululenia’s face was flushed, and she squinted as she walked. “Do you need to go back?”
“I am fine.”
“You didn’t sound as though young Jerval would be choosing to enjoy your company of his own free will,” Desidora said very quietly.
“I am fine,” Ululenia hissed, “and he would be as well. He was more than willing. I was in his mind.”
“Yes, I know,” said Desidora. “Decadent dove. Erotic eggplant.”
Ululenia let out a long breath. “I am trying.”
Desidora turned back to the tunnel ahead. The kobolds scampered through the walls, making whatever strange noise they made. She put them out of her head and focused on listening up ahead. She thought she could hear something. Words, maybe.
She picked up her pace. The magic swirled around her as the ocean’s waves now, first pushing her back, then drawing her forward, lifting her and pulling at her ankles. She half expected sand to have buried her feet with each step.
The words had a cadence, a rhythm like a chant. It was familiar, and it took a moment, echoing off the tunnel walls, to make itself known to her. When it finally clicked in her mind, Desidora broke into a run.
“Kun-kabynalti osu fuir’is.”
Desidora had carried the magical warhammer Ghylspwr for months.
“Kun-kabynalti osu fuir’is.”
He had been a gift from the gods when she became a death priestess, an ally in her quest to stop the Glimmering Folk from returning to the world and one of the few friends who had trusted her even when she radiated the power of death.
“Kun-kabynalti osu fuir’is.”
And it had all been a lie. Desidora had been tricked with all the others, blind to her ally, her friend leading them astray as he brought his people back to rule the world.
She stepped out into the chamber at the end of the tunnel. It was circular, the walls glossy black crystal, and Dairy, wearing only a loincloth, lay chained to a crystal altar, unconscious as far as Desidora could see.
Standing over him was a golem controlled by Ghylspwr, who held the great warhammer up over Dairy’s helpless body.
“Kun-kabynalti osu fuir’is, Ghyl,” Desidora called out, and felt the cold black power of death coil around her. For a moment, it burned, and then she took that boiling ocean and pulled it into her, through her, and flung a bolt of jet-black fire that slammed the golem carrying Ghylspwr into the far wall. “Nobody will die while I watch.”

Indomitable Courteous “Icy” Fist avoided cursing, as he avoided strong intoxicants, defacing religious property, and eating the flesh of animals. He had not sworn oaths to this effect, as when he had sworn to commit no deliberate harm to a living creature, but the temple where he had trained had listed them as strong suggestions.
As such, he did not yell anything rude at Tern or Hessler as he spun through the air, flexing his body to roll with the shock wave of the immense explosion that Hessler’s magic had just triggered.
Upside down, still tumbling, he looked back to see a boulder flying at him from the rockslide that had started. This was a problem, as was the fact that he was perhaps fifty feet above the ground and would likely be landing on rocks.
He twisted, flexed, let the boulder come to him, caught it with both feet, and kicked off it and up, letting the boulder sail below him as he gained altitude. This carried him into the path of another boulder, but twisting in midair he let it whoosh past his back, close enough to graze his golden robes, and then into the path of a smaller rock sailing at his head.
He found the point of stress on the smaller rock, reached out with one cupped palm, and snapped his hand taut just before it would have smashed into his head. The stone shattered into dust, and the effort checked Icy’s momentum and stopped him from tumbling, which was excellent, because the spinning had made it hard for him to concentrate, and the next several seconds would benefit from as much concentration as Icy could muster.
No more rocks were sailing at him, and for one brief moment, Icy hung suspended in the air, at the apex of his leap from the boulder, looking down at what was now a sixty-foot drop.
With a breath of effort, Icy snapped his arms and legs out wide. As his golden robes flared out with them, his hands and feet caught the sleeves and hem and pulled them taut. As he began to fall, his robes billowed out like a great circular sail that caught the wind.
Icy rode the wind, his robes slowing his descent just enough to turn it from an absolute certainty of broken bones into something that a very well-trained man could, with skill and a little luck, roll away from with nothing more than a few bruises.
Icy was a very well-trained man. He hit the edge of the rockslide feetfirst, tucked into a roll that spread the impact across arm and shoulder and back as he came up to his feet, immediately leaped over a jagged boulder that would have dashed his brains out, parried a smaller rock as he twisted to the side, turned that into another roll, and came back to his feet atop a pile of rocks that he danced across with nimble little steps before leaping clear onto solid ground.
“Three tugs,” he said to himself in a tone that was not significantly far from cursing.
The rockslide had entered that precarious point where much of the great mass had settled into a stable position, but enough was still shifting and falling and sliding that none of it could really be called finished yet. As countless tons of rock had poured from the shattered canyon wall, the landscape of the area had shifted, and Icy looked around, trying to gauge where Tern and Hessler had been standing.
“Thief,” came a voice that sounded like a man speaking through a long tube, and a cloaked figure of about dwarven height hopped down from the rocks and landed before Icy.
Icy had barely caught any of the conversation between his teammates and the presumable trackers, as they had been down on the ground fifty feet below while he had been very quickly worming his way out of a collapsed tunnel at the time, but Tern had sounded alarmed.
“Your allies are likely buried under this rubble,” Icy said, “but may still be alive. The same applies to mine. If you care for them as I do mine, I suggest we search for them now and resolve this confrontation at a later time.”
“Thief dead,” said the dwarf-size figure, and now, having had a moment to recover, Icy listened past the strangeness of the voice and caught what else was wrong. He saw the figure’s cloak, miraculously free of dust despite the rockslide, even while Icy’s own golden robes were stained with glowing red grime.
Icy shut his eyes.
He felt the movement behind him, pivoted, and allowed the attack by the real tracker to hiss past him. It was not humanoid, whatever it was, and Icy heard the hiss and click of countless little legs scraping on the dirt.
Then the rocks cracked as the tracker struck them, its blow carrying it through the illusion it had projected. Icy opened his eyes and saw, for one moment, something akin to a scorpion with a body the size of a large dog and a strange lumpy tail with a great crystal stinger and a glowing sac beneath it.
Then the wall of rocks, disrupted by the impact of the scorpion creature, shifted with a gentle rumbling sigh and buried the creature under a pile of rubble.
Icy made sure that the creature was not immediately going to burst out and attack again, and then looked at the nearby trees. He spotted a group that looked familiar, albeit now surrounded by glowing rubble, and hopped up onto the rocks again.
“Tern!” he called. “Hessler!”
He looked and listened. For a long moment, there was nothing save the continued rumble and clatter as the remains of the rockslide sorted itself out around him.
Then he heard what sounded like a bell chime. Following the sound, he saw, in the air a few feet above the rubble, a glittering point of light like a tiny fallen star.
“I am coming!” Icy danced across the rubble, the stones sliding beneath his feet even as his light steps barely touched them. In seconds, he was there, standing atop an unfortunately large pile of rocks that might possibly have had an irregular hump underneath it. “One moment!”
He looked at the largest stone, found the point of stress and weakness, and shattered it with the palm of his hand. He shoved it aside, found another, and shattered that one as well. He swept the rubble away with the outside of his foot and broke another rock, and then another. When his body told him that even his disciplined strikes risked breaking his hand, he switched to kicks.
Finally, he struck past a stone and found something that was not more stone beneath. It was pink by the light of the glowing walls—likely white or pale blue by natural light—and looked like the foam that topped Tern’s immensely impractical kahva drinks. The consistency was like that of an old sea sponge, however, and Icy pushed at the porous surface, looking for points of weakness.
“Is it clear?” came Hessler’s voice by Icy’s ear, and he looked over to see another sparkling point of light.
“It is,” Icy called down.
“Stand back,” said Hessler’s illusionary voice, and Icy stepped away. A moment later, a thin cylinder of white-hot light burned through the foam, creating a clean circular cut. The circular section popped out like a cork from a wine bottle, and Icy reached down and pushed it aside, wincing as the still-hot foam burned his fingers.
Beneath the dome of spongy foam, Tern and Hessler huddled.
Icy reached in. “Three tugs,” he said gravely.
“See?” Tern said as Icy pulled her up. “Aren’t you glad we had that worked out beforehand?”
“Glad may be an oversimplification of my feelings on this matter.” Icy helped her to sit on the rocks, away from the increasingly foul-smelling burned foam, and then reached in for Hessler. “Excellent work with what I presume is some sort of alchemical material.”
“Yeah, I never thought it was useful for much, but you know, I have all these pockets, so it’s silly not to bring it.”
Icy pulled Hessler up. “What about the trackers?” the wizard asked.
“Buried, at least for now. But given your survival, we cannot discount the possibility of theirs.”
Hessler stretched his back, groaning. “Does that mean running?”
Icy smiled. “I am afraid so.”




Eight
THE GOLEM CARRYING Ghylspwr hit the wall hard, and Desidora swept into the room. Her dress had gone pitch black, and while the chamber was glossy black crystal lit only by a glowlamp shielded behind glass, there now appeared in the walls silver gargoyles and skulls that cackled silently as they looked in.
“Did you think I would not find you?” Desidora asked. She pulled the magic into and through her again, and another bolt of jet-black energy hissed across the room.
This time, Ghylspwr knocked the bolt aside. “Kutesosh gajair’is,” he warned.
“Save it.” Ordinarily, Desidora would have had to draw the power for a magical attack from a living soul. Here, surrounded by so much raw energy, all she had to do was endure a little pain. “You destroy the enemy.” She flung another bolt, and Ghylspwr batted it aside as well. “After all the times you said that, I never thought you meant me.”
Ghylspwr’s golem was back on its feet now. It was moving back toward Dairy, who still lay chained to the crystal altar. A golden staff with a hoop set upon its head stood planted at the foot of the altar. The hoop looked just large enough for Desidora to pass her head through it.
“Besyn larveth’is,” Ghylspwr said as Desidora gathered the magic again. He raised himself to bat it aside, but this time the jet-black bolt turned into coiling tendrils that snaked around the golem, writhing and twisting as they worked their way through its armored body.
“You protect the people.” Desidora smiled coldly as the tendrils tightened. “You used me, Ghyl. The gods used me, and this power used me, and I was okay, because you were there.” Crystal cracked as the tendrils tightened further. “But it was always a lie.” Stains of silver glyphs radiated from her feet, twining along the floor to make patterns of terrible power. They reached the altar and the strange staff with the hoop at the top, remaining surprisingly unchanged by Desidora’s aura. No matter. “And now you pay for it.”
“Kutesosh gajair’is!” Ghylspwr shouted, and the golem’s arm swung down. His shining platinum head struck the black tendrils and shattered them, and a wave of energy slammed back into Desidora, sending her sprawling.
“Ululenia!” Desidora had forgotten about the unicorn in her fury. She looked back and saw her crouched at the doorway, one hand on her head. “Help me!”
Ululenia pressed forward a step, then fell to her knees. “I cannot!”
“Besyn larveth’is,” Ghylspwr said sadly, and raised himself over Dairy’s unconscious head again.
“No!” Desidora flung another bolt of energy as she stood, for all the good it did. Ghylspwr knocked it aside.
Then he came down, slowly, gently, and tapped Dairy’s forehead.
The young man bucked, back arched, on the altar, and the chains holding him creaked.
Then he went limp.
The golden staff with the hoop at its head flared brilliant yellow, and then the blazing light coalesced into the space in the middle of the hoop. For a moment, a tiny perfect star shone in that point.
Then it exploded, a dazzling burst of light that sent Desidora to her knees. Everything was white, and then, as she blinked away the purple afterimages, she saw, blurry and vague, the golden hoop.
It was a gateway, now, with a shimmering surface of light covering its surface, like a mirror looking upon an impossible shining world.
First one, then several, and then in a rushing stream, motes of flickering energy leaped from the gateway, flitting out into the chamber and up to the crystal ceiling, where they disappeared.
“The ancients,” Desidora whispered.
“Kun-kabynalti osu fuir’is,” Ghylspwr said to Desidora as the river of energy flowed from the golden hoop to the ceiling, twisting and snaking like a blazing reflection of the dark coils Desidora herself had created.
With a casual gesture, he struck the chains from Dairy’s body.
Then he stepped back, and energy coiled around him, and when it faded, Ghylspwr and the golem holding him had vanished.
“No!” Desidora fought back to her feet, gathered another bolt of darkness, and flung it at the golden hoop. It struck the portal squarely and did absolutely nothing. “Get back here, damn you!” Another bolt hissed out into the glowing river of the ancients, flaring and bouncing off some sort of barrier that kept their energy safe. “I will find you, Ghyl! I swear by every damned god in this world and yours, I will find you!”
“Desidora.” She looked over at Ululenia’s voice. The unicorn was curled up on the floor now, trying to crawl into the room.
It was pathetic. If the unicorn had been stronger, Ghylspwr would not have finished his ritual, would not have escaped, would not—
“Dairy,” Ululenia croaked, and lifted a trembling finger.
Desidora looked at the young man, lifeless on the altar, and let the aura of death fall away.
“Yes,” she said, as the silver glyphs faded and her dress slowly lightened back to normal black, as opposed to the eye-hurting black it had been a moment ago. “Let me . . . let me see.”
It had been less than a minute, and there was no physical injury. If, if, if . . .
She pulled every bit of magic from the walls, even tried for the river that was the ancients, although whatever invisible barrier protected it kept her from drawing from them as well. She drew in more magic than she had used for the energy bolts, and it hurt, power blazing inside like a fire in her veins.
But pain meant that she was alive. Maybe today, it meant even more than that.
“I am a priest of Byn-kodar,” she said, letting the pain keep her focused as the ocean of energy threatened to pull her away. “I am death.” She stepped forward. It felt as though hooks tore at her with every step, the magic locking her in place. She placed a hand on Dairy’s forehead. “And as the priest of death, I say that it will not take you today, Rybindaris.”
She poured that power into him, into the naive young boy who had saved the world, into the innocent who had trusted all of them, into the virgin who had taken a dragon for a lover and helped stop a war.
For a moment, nothing happened, and she pushed, clamped her hand upon his forehead tighter like a fool as though that would somehow help. And deep inside, even though she was blind to the gods with the power of Byn-kodar upon her, she prayed, and it was not a faithful prayer of supplication but a damn you all, you owe me kind of prayer, the kind that comes before bargaining and tears, and a small desperate please.
Dairy bucked again, lunged upright, and sucked in a lungful of air as he clutched at Desidora.
“It’s all right. It’s all right.” She pulled him into a hug, her eyes stinging.
“What happened? I was on a treeship, and—”
“We’ll explain later, I promise.” Desidora hugged him tighter, then pulled him up from the altar. He stood, his legs shaky. “For now, we need to—”
“Beware!” Ululenia cried, still on her knees at the edge of the room, and Desidora looked at her, and then at the back of the room where she pointed, and saw coils of energy swirling, the same magic that had transported Ghylspwr away. She took Dairy’s hand and pulled him from the chamber as the coils shimmered and solidified into a quartet of golems. Unlike the one that had held Ghylspwr, these were built for battle, massive and armored and carrying broad-bladed swords that were longer than Desidora was tall.
Desidora pulled the energy around her one more time and flung coils of darkness around the golden hoop, but again, it did nothing. “Damn it. Damn it.”
“We must go.” Ululenia pushed herself to her feet, and Dairy held her up as he stepped back into the tunnel. “Desidora, we must flee.”
“You’re hurt,” Dairy said as Ululenia hung on him, and Desidora saw that it was not some cheap trick to maneuver herself into caressing him. She was barely able to stand. “Can we outrun those things?”
Desidora backed into the tunnel, with Dairy pulling Ululenia. The priestess glared at the golems as they raised their weapons and stepped toward her.
“I doubt we can outrun them,” Desidora said, and pulled the magic into her a final time. She held up a hand, pointed not at the golems but the ceiling at the edge of the tunnel. “But let us see how fast they can dig.”
The golems clanked forward, blades raised, but they were too late. Her blast of energy hit the ceiling, and with a crackling rumble, rock and crystal creaked and cracked and slammed down to collapse the tunnel before them.
Desidora stared at it until Dairy grabbed her hand.
“Come on, Sister Desidora,” he said, and started to pull her back to the red-lit safety of the main tunnel. “I don’t know what’s going on, exactly, but we should probably run.”
“I am with you,” Desidora said, “in all respects.”
She would need to shake and shiver more later, and there was a good chance channeling that much energy was going to make her sick. But there was no victory and no revenge for her here.
Eyes stinging with unshed tears for several stupid reasons, Desidora ran.

Loch, Kail, and the elf had almost worked their way through the golems in the processing center when the room’s light flickered, and the long table flared with sudden points of crimson radiance.
Westteich and the other nobles had been huddling back there, occasionally attacking but mostly letting the golems do the heavy work, and Loch saw their faces when the items on the table lit up.
“Isafesira de Lochenville,” Westteich called, a broad smile on his face, “you come from a noble line, your little pigment problem notwithstanding.”
Loch chopped a golem’s head off, then cut its arms off, and then kicked it into the same vat of acid that she’d used to kill Arikayurichi. “Your point?”
“It’s only right that you should be here,” Westteich said, “to see the end of the old order. To see the return of the ancients.”
He gestured at the table, and the other nobles in their black jackets each grabbed something from the surface. Loch caught a better look and saw that the nobles held crimson bands of crystal, each about the size of the bracer an archer would wear to protect his forearm while shooting.
“You wondered what Project Paladin was?” Westteich called out as Loch started running, smashing another golem aside as it reached for her and doing a vaulting hip-slide over one of the moving belts. It was too late. The noblemen all rolled up their sleeves, pride on their chiseled faces, and fixed the bands on. “Behold the paladin bands, and behold the paladins who wear them, the bearers of the lords and leaders of this world, returned in glory!”
Every one of the noblemen shuddered as the bands clicked into place, glowing brightly on their arms. Crimson light flared in their eyes for a moment, and then every single one seemed to stand a little straighter.
Loch stumbled to a halt.
“Holy crap, I was right!” Kail called, throwing a golem over his hip with an astonished look on his face.
“Did you think that the ancients would have humble forms like ours?” Westteich taunted. Loch noticed that he hadn’t put one of the bands on. “They are creatures of pure thought, energy uncorrupted by mortal weakness! Do you understand now how foolish you have looked, thinking you could contend with such power?”
“Damn it,” Irrethelathlialann said, coming to Loch’s side. “We have lost, Isafesira.”
Kail stood on Loch’s other side. “Hey, Ethel, did you see how I was right?”
“That is actually the most frightening part of this entire evening.” Irrethelathlialann lifted his thin wooden blade. “The door leading outside is sealed. Flight is impossible.”
“Nobody’s leaving yet,” Loch said. “Not until we have Dairy.”
“The ancients have returned,” Irrethelathlialann said quietly. “His death was the key to doing so. Even you should be able to follow the logic.”
“Who am I talking to?” Loch asked. Westteich and the other nobles were separated from her group by a few moving belts.
“Handel Westteich,” he called back proudly, “former protector of the Forge of Ancients and—”
“Not you.” Loch rolled her eyes. “Which one of you paladins is in charge?”
The nobles in their long black jackets looked at her curiously.
Then one of them, perhaps a little taller, a little blonder, and a little wealthier-looking than the rest, said, “You may call me Lesaguris. And who am I talking to?”
Loch raised her blade. “The woman who’s going to stop you.”
Lesaguris nodded thoughtfully. “Good luck with that.”
He raised his right arm, and a flare of crimson energy slashed out from the paladin band, cracking like a whip as it slammed into Loch and the others.
She had seen him moving and started to dive for cover, and she hit the ground rolling. The left side of her body felt like it had fallen asleep, everything stinging with pins and needles.
“Beginning to regret being right,” Kail muttered, getting back to his feet and using his stolen staff for support.
“Responses to ranged attack insufficient,” Irrethelathlialann said as he rolled behind a table and flipped it onto its side. Either the energy had knocked him into whatever strange mind-set crystal magic did to elves, or he had activated it himself with his ring to improve his reaction time. “Utilization of terrain to limit incoming—”
“Yes, cover, gods,” Kail shouted back, and he and Loch dove to the ground behind a stack of crates as more crimson energy flashed out at them, smashing beakers and shattering crystals where it struck.
“Door,” Loch said to Kail.
“I’m guessing it’s gonna be locked.”
“Be creative.”
“Understood, Captain.” He lunged to his feet and sprinted for the door leading outside, and Loch got to her feet as well.
The nobles—the paladins, apparently—were advancing. There were a half dozen of them, not counting Westteich. Kail and Irrethelathlialann had taken down several while Loch had been dealing with Arikayurichi. Six versus three, or two with Kail doing something with the door, was crappy odds to begin with.
The odds got worse as Lesaguris closed with her, his quarterstaff snapping out at her head. She parried with her blade, checked it with the sheath-stick, and lunged. Lesaguris parried with easy grace and kicked her in the chest in the same smooth motion.
The kick wasn’t stronger than a human could possibly have managed, Loch figured as she slammed into a moving belt, but it was right there at the upper edge of normal.
“Yes, we’re a little better at being you than you are,” Lesaguris said with a smile. “Now, where is Arikayurichi?”
“Dead,” Loch said, lifting her blade. Lesaguris gave his thoughtful nod again and then lunged in with a circling strike that Loch parried, only to realize too late that it was a feint as the quarterstaff spun to crack down on her wrist. Her blade skittered away, sheath-stick along with it, and Loch lunged in hard, punched at his wrist, and tore the quarterstaff free.
His elbow caught her on the cheek, and she stumbled, got her guard down as his other hand drove a fist into her stomach, and then felt her feet go out from under her as he took out her legs.
She landed on the moving belt, punched out blind, and caught something that sent him back and gave her the breathing room to get back to her feet.
By the time she did, Lesaguris stood opposite her on the moving belt. He rolled out his shoulders and adjusted the long black coat. “You know, I’ve missed bodies. You’re not bad.”
“I’m not done,” Loch said.
Loch was starting to hate his thoughtful nod and was about to come in swinging when a blast of crimson energy caught her from the side. She hit the ground some ways away, landing with a jolt that would have hurt more if half her body hadn’t gone pins and needles again, and blinked away spots of blackness at the edge of her vision.
“I think you might be,” Lesaguris said, hopping down from the moving belt. “You can’t take me one-to-one, and we outnumber you two-to-one. Don’t get me wrong, ma’am. You’re fighting for your way of life, and I honor that. We did the same in our day.”
“Your day is over.” Loch had landed close to her blade and sheath-stick. She grabbed both, slammed the blade into the sheath so that it was a walking stick once more, and used it to shove herself back to her feet.
“And now the Champion of Dawn defeated the Glimmering Folk and declared that a new day has begun,” Lesaguris said. “According to Ghylspwr, you were instrumental in making that happen. That’s why we’ve listened to his recommendation for leniency.”
The other paladin, the one who had blasted her from the side, came around into Loch’s field of view. Loch kept an eye on him as she said to Lesaguris, “So what? I surrender and watch you destroy this world?”
“I’m afraid you lost the chance for that when you stopped Arikayurichi from hobbling the Republic and the Empire.” Lesaguris shrugged. “Ordinarily, we’d slap a band on you, but Ghylspwr was adamant that you’d prefer a quick death.”
“He’s not wrong,” Loch said. Behind Lesaguris, Irrethelathlialann moved with desperate precision, keeping the paladins back but never getting close enough to do any real damage.
Lesaguris thoughtfully nodded at her again, and she readied herself for the attack. Her side was still weak, and after fighting Arikayurichi, she wasn’t moving as quickly as she needed to against someone with his power.
Then the sealed door leading out of the processing center slammed open, ripping a fair chunk of the doorframe along with it, and Icy stepped into the room with Desidora behind him, her dress and hair pitch black and her skin alabaster.
“Captain,” Kail called from the ground where the door had caught him, “I got it open!”
“Rain check on the quick death,” Loch called, and dove behind the crates as blasts of crimson snapped around her. She dove over one belt, dodged around another, and slid under a third, then came back to her feet at the doorway in time to see Lesaguris pointing at her.
The crimson energy whip-cracked into Loch and blasted her through the doorway. This time she didn’t roll as well as she needed to, but as escapes went, she’d gone through worse.




Nine
WELL,” SAID LESAGURIS, looking at the processing center, “this is more damage than I’d expected.”
The rest of the black-coated paladins had rushed outside after Loch and the rest of her team, leaving only Westteich and the leader of the ancients.
It was definitely Lesaguris talking. The nobleman who had been in charge of that body beforehand had been loyal, enthusiastic, and not the kind of man you put in charge of projects that required compound sentences. Westteich hadn’t been sure that such a man was the right sort to be part of the return of the ancients, but now he had a clearer picture of how things looked.
“I’m afraid Arikayurichi insisted on handling Loch’s capture himself,” Westteich said, noting the shattered crystals and broken tables and general chaos that would likely slow down any processing in the processing center for the next week or two. “I offered alternatives that might have allowed for a quieter capture, but he was quite emotional about it.”
“Arikayurichi was a bit of a blunt instrument,” Lesaguris said. He clasped his arms behind his back while the few functional golems began to pick up the detritus. “He had a fairly low opinion of humanity, you know, which was why he championed the plan to devastate both the Republic and the Empire.”
Westteich nodded politely. “I’m sure such a plan would eventually have worked out in a manner that facilitated the return of the ancients, my lord.”
Lesaguris turned to him with an amused look. “Delicately put, Westteich.” He paused as a black-coated ancient came into the processing center. “Mister Skinner, where do we stand?”
“Well, the place is crawling with kobolds,” said the man, chewing on his lower lip, “but nothing we can’t handle. May be able to use them, as well as what happened at the Forge of the Ancients. I’ll need what’s left of the Hunters, though.”
“Granted.” Lesaguris nodded to the man, who ducked back out of the room. “Would you like to know what happens now, Westteich?”
“Of course, my lord. I can hardly help tear down the world of men and rebuild the world of the ancients without knowing the plan.” Westteich smiled. “You’ll forgive me tempering my curiosity, however. Arikayurichi did not always appreciate it.”
Lesaguris chuckled. “You can rest easy, Westteich. I have no intention of slapping a band on you. I note you avoided volunteering to grab one when we first arrived. You knew a life of thralldom was coming, and you thought that you deserved better. Trying to take what you believe you deserve is the only way you ever get anywhere.” He gestured at his own body. “This poor fellow never thought twice about what being a paladin, the mortal vessel carrying an ancient, actually meant.”
“To be honest,” Westteich said, “I’d be surprised if he had even thought once about it.”
Lesaguris raised a hand, and one of the golems switched from picking up smashed fragments of glass to repairing the moving belt. “And you never told them, did you, Westteich? I’m guessing not all of these men would have volunteered for thralldom, and you knew what it meant, and you knew that we needed thralls, so you kept quiet and just never put on the band yourself.”
“Those without the intelligence to ask the difficult questions,” Westteich said, “generally deserve what they get.”
Another of the black-coated paladins came back into the room. “I figured out why we had intruders in the entry chamber. We’re dealing with a death priestess.”
“Thank you, Mister Lively.” Lesaguris nodded. “Take steps. We made efforts to get our souls into this world. I’d rather not have them drained out of it again.” The presumable Mister Lively nodded and ducked back out, and Lesaguris turned to Westteich. “I like you, Westteich. I like this world. I don’t see any reason to bathe it in fire just because it’s not exactly the way we left it all those centuries ago. This Republic of yours has everything we need already in place.” He waved at the room. “Barring a few repairs, of course. You know what strikes me as odd, though, Westteich?”
“What’s that, my lord?”
“The scrying panels show Arikayurichi lying in wait for Loch by the processing center door, ready to cut her down as she came in. If that were his plan, why on earth would he sound the alarm beforehand? Why give Loch that warning instead of letting her walk into the room unprepared?”
“We may never know,” Westteich said with a sad shake of his head. “As I said, my lord, he was very emotional about her. I doubt he was thinking clearly, and with an enemy as skilled as Loch, a clear and objective mind is vital to the task.”
Lesaguris gave Westteich a long and searching look, and finally said, “That task is now yours, Westteich. I’ll have one of the boys give you the message crystals to find the trackers Arikayurichi was using.”
“Thank you, my lord.” Westteich bowed. “I’m honored to help, and I’ll use the trackers. I believe I have a few other avenues to explore, options Arikayurichi never considered.”
“Good.” Lesaguris nodded. “I have operations running in parallel that can assist.” He pressed a stud on his paladin band, and one more of the black-coated ancients came in, a handsome man with eyebrows that made him look permanently confused. “Mister Slant, coordinate our incoming and outgoing information on this Loch figure, would you?”
Mister Slant smiled. “Just give me a target, sir.”
Lesaguris didn’t smile this time. “Ghylspwr has talked about Loch’s team a great deal. They’re quite possibly the most powerful direct opposition we face in our return, and we must assume that every theft, every bit of petty vandalism and harassment, every action they take is a stroke in their plan to destroy us.”

“So it looks like the wind-daemon is breaking out,” Kail said from the control console of the sad and unnamed airship, “and while I’m not positive that Jyelle has possessed it as part of her quest for revenge against Loch—”
“LLLLLLLOKKKKKKK!” shouted something inside the balloon that had part, but not all, of a functioning mouth.
“It’s probably her,” Kail finished lamely.
“What? How?” Loch was still clearing her head. She’d blindly stumbled out to the dock with Kail towing her, almost down from Lesaguris’s parting shot.
“The paladins fired several energy blasts at the airship as we fled,” Icy said without looking up from the knots he was tying in the rigging. “The airship’s barriers were less than stable to begin with.”
Loch tried getting to her feet, leaning on her walking stick and ignoring how a lot of her body was burning with pins and needles. The airship was shuddering as the balloon flexed and distended, the wind-daemon inside trying to break free. “Is this Hessler’s ninety-one seconds thing?”
“That was only an example!” Hessler yelled. “Also, yes.”
“LLLLOKKKK!” the wind-daemon shouted again.
Loch reached into the neck of her jacket and pulled out the warding charm Hessler had made for her. It was cracked and lifeless. “Think I found the problem.”
“I can help with the rigging,” Dairy said from where he was sitting.
“You can sit exactly where you are,” said Desidora, who still sounded pretty shaky herself. “You were badly hurt, and until we know for certain that you’re all right—”
“Badly hurt?” Irrethelathlialann shot Desidora a look. “That’s a bit of an understatement, death priestess.”
A mustard-yellow tentacle ripped through the side of the balloon.
“Maybe helping with the rigging would be fine,” Desidora amended.
Loch hadn’t really been watching the airship’s progress, focused as she was on getting her legs to work again. She looked now and saw the red glow of the canyon walls beside them. They were nearly to the top, getting there in perhaps a minute more.
Dairy was trying to shove the tentacle back into the rip in the balloon. Ululenia and Desidora were both still sitting. Hessler was watching over Tern, who was grimly loading her crossbow. The airship was shuddering and shaking, the balloon distending wildly now with the shape of something very angry visible inside it.
“Desidora, I need you to brighten my aura. Signal flare, if you can. Ululenia, get me to the top of the canyon.” Loch nodded to the tentacle. “I’m the carrot.”
Ululenia blinked and seemed to come back to herself. Of course, Little One. She shimmered, and a moment later, a great shining white eagle perched on the railing.
Loch felt whatever Desidora was doing to her aura as she leaped over the railing. It felt like being larger without changing size, filling the space she was in more strongly somehow. Then Ululenia’s talons closed gently around her shoulders, and she was rising past the canyon walls.
“LLOKKK!” came a roar from the balloon below her, and the airship staggered up after her.
The wind rushed around them, and the night stars looked almost impossibly silver-blue after the red of the canyon walls. “You all right, Ululenia?” Loch asked.
I am stronger than I was, Little One. I can carry you as long as is needed.
“Not what—”
I know.
Loch let it lie. A few moments later, the airship dragged itself up past the canyon walls. Looking down, she saw the rest of her team leap out onto the safety of solid ground.
“Take us in,” Loch said, and Ululenia coasted down to the top of the canyon, a scrubby plain whose normal and unglowing dirt was an honest relief after all the magic from earlier.
She landed in a roll that turned into a tumble, given that her legs still weren’t working all the way, grunted, and pushed herself back to her feet.
“Time for the stick, Captain?” Kail called over.
“Please.”
Tern fired a bolt whose head Loch didn’t recognize, but it hit the balloon, and the wind-daemon inside it shrieked in pain. Hessler raised a hand and flung out a gray beam that made the daemon scream even more. Desidora gestured at Loch, and Loch felt normal again, as well as keenly aware of how much everything was hurting right then, and then she felt even less than normal, like she was wrapped in a cool blanket that muted everything around her.
“LOCH!” the wind-daemon yelled. “I WILL FIND YOU! YOU CANNOT HIDE FOREVER!”
Loch wanted badly to shout something back, but she stayed quiet, and the airship shuddered and shook, and then Tern and Hessler fired again, and the wind-daemon roared in pain and sank back, and the airship began to fall.
In a moment, it was lost behind the canyon walls. A few moments after that, she heard the sound of a lot of wood and crystal crashing on the canyon floor far below.
“So, Ethel, about your treeship . . .” Kail said.
Irrethelathlialann sighed. “I sent the request shortly after the daemon began acting strangely. Captain Thelenea will be here in an hour.”
“All according to plan, then,” Kail said, and clapped Dairy on the shoulder. “Good to see you again, kid.”

Things had been exciting at the mine last night, Hendris gathered. The door to the processing center had a giant scar in the frame, and an airship full of alchemists and lapitects was sitting at the dock unloading when Hendris and the rest of the miners arrived in the little hopper that brought them from the facilities up top. Golems trundled around cleaning up debris, and judging by the scorch marks on the lift, nobody would be getting any work done until the safety inspectors had cleared everything.
“Got a flare?” he asked the supervisor, who was talking with Jerval, an Urujar kid who’d drawn night work.
“Something like it.” The supervisor glared at Jerval, who looked shamefaced and confused at the same time. “Cleanup duty up here, and whatever set off the magic caused a slide at the Idiot Tunnel. Need someone to check it out.”
“I’ll go.” Hendris had almost as much experience as the supervisor, and no particular love of cleanup duty. The supervisor nodded, and Hendris grabbed the hopper and took it down to the ground.
The canyon walls glowed less brightly in the daytime, although Hendris had gotten used to the red light years ago and actually found normal glowlamps disconcertingly yellow-blue by comparison now. He watched the dock as the hopper descended. It had always seemed strange to him that the mine had been built halfway up the canyon rather than on the ground. It wasn’t as though the walls glowed less at the ground, but Hendris figured that there was some kind of politics around it. Most things boiled down to people in expensive clothes arguing with each other and pissing it down onto everyone else.
He reached the ground, set the hopper to idle—most new squinters accidentally spent a night on the canyon floor after the hopper had headed back up to the dock without them—and hiked over toward the Idiot Tunnel.
Hendris saw the wreckage of the collapse and the resulting slide from a ways away. The scale was massive. The old Idiot Tunnel had crumbled at the bottom, leaving a broken hillside of smashed boulders and dirt-crystal fifty feet high.
Hendris didn’t consider himself a sentimental man, but the miners took Sunrise Canyon seriously. There was a kind of beauty in the glowing, glossy rock, and he actually found the wreckage offensive.
“What the hell did this?” he asked, scratching his head and glaring at the mess. The kobolds did little tricks now and then, when someone scared them or came into the mine wearing silver, but they hardly ever hurt anybody, and they had never done anything on this scale. Something this big would take a damn-fool wizard actually flinging magic into the mine on purpose.
Someone was going to ask if the collapse actually made the tunnel more stable, though, some idiot in fancy clothes. And Hendris needed to have his answer ready, which meant climbing up the damned rockslide and checking the tunnel itself.
He was making his way up through the rubble when a rock shifted beneath his foot and something grabbed his leg.
Hendris yelped, jumped, and pulled away, and then, as he landed, thought that he was being an idiot, that he’d caught his leg between two rocks, which was what it had actually felt like more than anything else. He convinced himself that he was being foolish as he turned.
But something was scrabbling out from under the rocks, something with too many legs, and Hendris stumbled backward, and then it was out and free, and somehow it was actually a short person, a dwarf, maybe, in a cloak. Hendris saw that the cloak was miraculously free of dust and grime, and thought magic, and then thought about how he’d thought he’d seen too many legs and felt claws on his foot, and he kept moving backward.
“Now listen,” he began, “I don’t want any trouble.”
“Witness,” said the thing in the cloak, with a voice that sounded like it was coming from down a long tunnel. “Witness, trouble.”
“No, no, I haven’t seen anything,” said Hendris, who could see which way the wind was blowing. “Just looking at the rocks, that’s all I’m here to do.”
Then something else came up out of the rocks, not out from between them but through them somehow. It was a great woman, rising up from the stones, and while every miner had that dream once in a while, Hendris had never dreamed about that woman being an ogre. She came out as though climbing through the air, and then she settled upon the rocks and set down what looked like a tangled mass of rope and cloth, until the rope and cloth twisted and moved into the shape of a bony woman in a tattered and dust-covered dress.
“Witness,” said the thing in the cloak again.
“We are not murderers,” said the ogre woman.
“We were ordered to preserve secrecy,” said the bony woman, who was still twisting herself into the shape of a person. “He has seen you, at least.”
“I haven’t really seen anything,” said Hendris quickly. “Please, please don’t kill me.”
And then, from out of nowhere, a man’s voice said, “Good morning, trackers. Did you actually manage to capture anyone, or was this your idea of an evening’s entertainment?”
Hendris looked up, as did the ogre, the bony woman, and whatever the thing in the cloak was, and saw a nobleman looking down from one of the mine’s airships. Hendris had seen the man before, some self-important noble who had come with the black-coated fellows to work in the processing center. At the time, he wouldn’t have minded punching the noble in the face a few times. Now he would gladly shine the man’s boots if it got him out of here alive.
“Why are you here?” the ogre called up.
“I have been put in charge of you,” the noble called down, holding up a small crystal wand. It flared with sudden blue light, and the ogre, the bony woman, and the thing in the cloak all started, then nodded as though they had heard something Hendris had not.
“Understood,” said the bony woman. “We engaged ancillary targets last night, but they triggered the collapse and escaped.”
“Well done,” the noble called down, shaking his head. “I see I have my work cut out for me. Come on, then. Let me land this thing, and we’ll get you out of here and cleaned up.”
The bony woman gestured at the rockslide. “The trail—”
“Forget the trail,” the noble said, waving it away. “The trail tells you where they’ll be going, and you’ll spend the next several weeks chasing that broken-down airship they fled in. Maybe that lets you feel like you’re cleansing the sins of your evil blood, but, personally, I’d prefer you actually accomplish something.”
“You know where they go?” the ogre asked.
“Sometimes the estate gets rabbits,” the noble called back. “Damnable creatures, get into the food, and everyone hates to kill them because they look so cute. You chase them, you’ll be running all day. But eventually, they go to ground in their little burrow.” He smiled. “And then, all you have to do is start a fire where they live and let the smoke drive them to you.”
The noble looked at Hendris.
Hendris knew he’d heard too much. Nobody in fancy clothes said those kinds of things in front of anyone they didn’t know and planned to keep. “Sir,” he called up, “please, sir, I know these tunnels better than anyone. I’m a good miner.”
The noble pursed his lips. “What’s your name, son?”
Hendris was the same age as the noble, but he swallowed it and said, “Hendris, my lord.”
“Well, Hendris,” said the noble, nodding gravely, “the thing is, I don’t really need a good miner.”
He gestured, and the last thing Hendris felt was hot pain slashing across his throat.

Loch and the team spent the next several days recuperating on a small but very well-furnished treeship en route to the Elflands.
The last time Loch had been on a treeship, it had been a massive pleasure yacht, and she had bluffed her way aboard to steal an elven manuscript and stop a war. She’d failed to get the manuscript, succeeded in stopping the war, and had very little time to poke around the vessel itself.
This treeship was pretty, lean, and young, flush with bright-green leaves that caught the sunlight and pulled the craft through the air. Beams were grown, twining about one another rather than hammered into place, and the air near the leaf-sails smelled like freshly cut grass. The doors were wide slats of bark hinging on green stems in the wall, and the beds were lined with soft spongy moss that was warm to the touch. It was strange and elven and also much cleaner than an airship, and if you didn’t mind the smell of bark when you were using the bathroom, there wasn’t much to complain about.
She was leaning on the railing, watching the ground ease past far below, when Captain Thelenea stopped beside her.
“At least this time,” the captain said, “you boarded legally.” The elven woman’s olive-green skin was lined with age and care, and the crystals in her cheeks glittered like diamonds. Still, she was smiling.
“Glad to see you too, Captain.” Loch smiled without looking over. “You’ve changed ships.”
“The Dragon suggested that I might benefit from a ship that dealt with more important matters than pleasure cruises.” Thelenea settled at the railing.
“A promotion, then?”
“I was quite happy sailing around on pleasure cruises,” Thelenea said dryly, “but yes.”
“You were retired,” Loch guessed. “And I knocked you back into active service. My apologies.”
“Life knocked me back into active service. This is different enough from the trolls and dark fey I still remember on the darkest nights.”
Loch shook her head, and at Thelenea’s raised eyebrow, said, “My people are so busy fighting Imperials—and each other—that we forget that there’s a whole other world we know nothing about.”
“The Dragon helps keep us safe,” Thelenea said, “and you have returned his love, who was stolen from my ship. He and I are both in your debt.”
Loch grinned. “If you are willing to forgive me stealing aboard your last ship and my associates knocking a hole in the side of it, I will happily call any debt settled.”
Thelenea nodded, then turned as Kail approached. “We should be at the Dragon’s estate within the hour. If you will pardon me, I have docking preparations to make.”
“Morning, Captain,” Kail said to her as she passed, and then to Loch, “Captain.”
“How’s Desidora today?”
“Her aura isn’t turning all the plants into giant versions of those carnivorous things that eat flies anymore.” Kail smiled, then lowered his voice slightly. “Still pissed about Ghylspwr. Thinking she could’ve killed him if she’d done something different. The usual.”
“Fair. Dairy?”
“Moving great, considering he was briefly deceased. Diz and Hessler are still doing tests, but he seems the same as always. Nice, friendly, superstrong, immune to magic.”
Loch nodded. “We’ve still got that, at least. Ululenia?”
“Man, who even knows with Ululenia?” Kail shook his head. “And stop. We got Dairy out of there.”
“Didn’t stop the return of the ancients.”
“Which I was right about being magic weapons instead of people, by the way, if you’re going to beat yourself up for everything you’ve ever gotten wrong.”
Loch smiled. “Treasure the little victories, Kail.”
Kail drew a dagger from his belt and ran it nimbly through his fingers. “We went in next to blind, and we didn’t just get Dairy out of there. We got information that tells us what the ancients are and how to stop them.”
“And the enemy knows that we’ve been there,” Loch said, “which means that getting inside again is going to be even harder.”
“I’ve been holding Desidora for most of the day,” Kail said. “It’s apparently something we do now. Let me know if you need a hug.”
“I’m good, thanks.” Loch grinned.
“You’ll figure something out.” Kail balanced the dagger lengthwise across a finger, then flicked it into the air and caught it. “You usually do. We’ll get rid of the ancients, and you can go be a justicar with Pyvic or a baroness at Lochenville, or whatever it is you want to do.”
Loch looked away and laughed to herself. “I was a terrible justicar. I’d likely be a terrible baroness.”
“Good dodge on saying what you want to do, Captain.”
“If we can take out that golden hoop Desidora talked about, that should break the gateway,” Loch said, and looked over at Kail. “What do you think it is?”
“Me?”
“Hey, you were right about the ancients being magical weapons. Who am I to doubt your statistically inevitable blind luck?”
Kail grinned and tucked the dagger and the uncomfortable topics away. “Maybe Mister Dragon has something in that library Dairy talked about.”
The treeship slowed not long after, and Loch saw a fantastic palace—an estate of white marble and flowing pools and fountains that shone through the thick foliage of the Elflands like a diamond hidden in the grass. At first she thought the estate contained multiple buildings, as she saw golden spires rising up and glittering in the pale morning light. Then her eyes adjusted to the scope, and she realized how massive the spires actually were, even higher than the forest around them, with gigantic reinforced beams on their sides like the cross guards of swords. An even half-dozen spires soared over the rest of the palace, leaving a long, rolling field open, and Loch smiled as she finally figured out what the spires were.
Mister Dragon had built his estate with different places to land.
Squinting now, she saw little fairy creatures flying below, landing atop the palace walls and shimmering into human—or more likely elven—shapes. It was the same busy hum of activity Loch would have expected at any noble’s palace. Far below on the ground, an elf on a ladder poked at a great hanging pod that was hung like a glowlamp, while somewhere ahead wagons pulled by large horses carried dark soil toward an airfield where treeships dug in roots to regain their strength.
The treeship slowed and descended, and Loch headed for the gangplank.
Irrethelathlialann was already there. “I will go first. It’s possible he has guests, and they might not react well to strangers bearing crystal artifacts.”
Loch nodded, and when the treeship touched down, the elf vaulted over the railing before the gangplank even extended.
I had forgotten the beauty of the Elflands, came a voice in Loch’s head, and she turned to see Ululenia coming out to stand by the gangplank as well. She was in her natural form, a horse with a horn that blazed with beautiful rainbow radiance. She was snowy white, save for the black marks at her flanks. I could stay here, I think, and be happy. Perhaps the Dragon has a virgin on staff.
“I will make sure to ask,” Loch said.
He is . . . Ululenia paused. I should stay on the ship.
“Why?”
You are worried, all of you. I understand, and your fears are not groundless. As dark fey, I am different from what I was. I am still me, but . . .
“I’ve known you since I was a child,” Loch said flatly. “You don’t have to tell me that you’re different.”
I’m sorry, Little One. I killed the chimera. That was my second taste of the blood of our people. Each time, it becomes harder to remember who I am. Each time, it makes me want more.
“Will it get better?” Loch asked.
In time. For now, as I said, perhaps I should wait on the ship.
Loch sighed. “Whatever you think best. Is there any way to—”
“Isafesira!” came the cry from the ground, and Loch looked over the railing to see Irrethelathlialann coming back to the ship. He was running with easy grace, and his rapier was drawn. “I need the unicorn and the priestess down here, now.”
“Dangerously close to giving orders,” Kail said as he came to the railing as well, “which I was given to understand elves don’t do.”
“Kail, get Desidora. Ululenia, we may have to rely upon your good memory of who we are.” She turned back to the railing. “What happened?”
“What happened,” Irrethelathlialann called up grimly, “is the Dragon is dead.”
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AS CRIME SCENES go,” Desidora said while looking at the study from the hall, “I have more experience creating them than investigating.”
“Yes.” Ululenia was in human form, and her horn shone as a steady beacon. “I am no hunter, unless virgins are involved.”
“Well, let’s start with what we know,” Kail said, and stepped into the room. It was enormous and well lit with glass lamps that hung from the ceiling, and it was lined from floor to ceiling with bookshelves. Most were indeed filled with books, while a few had space taken up by small statues, old bones, and pieces of jewelry. There were several tables, a large stuffed couch, and a fireplace, with a drink tray next to the couch.
One chair lay on its side. The ground nearby was scorched.
Ululenia stepped into the room as well, wincing and shaking her head as she did. “What’s the magic look like?” Kail called to Desidora while walking slowly around the scorch mark.
The study was small enough for Desidora to get a decent look without stepping inside it herself, and some presence at the edge of the room pressed against her, urging her to stay outside. Desidora let the death aura take her, and the carpet shifted from a lovely burgundy-and-gold pattern into black and cold silver. At once, she felt a pressure across her brow, and she stumbled, then righted herself. “Wards. Strong ones.” She pulled the death inside her, keeping it there but contained, and the pressure lifted. “Very little magic, save that innate to fairy creatures, would function in this room. Some of the items in the room are magic as well. The wards keep them under control.”
“All right.” Kail popped his knuckles. “I need a drink. Anyone else need a drink?” He looked over at the elven servant who had been left to help them, and who stood outside the study near Desidora. “Hey, is there a way I ask for a drink without offending your culture of not making each other do stuff? Do I get it myself, or—”
The elven servant, a young man with pale-green skin in which pale-rose crystals glowed, smiled nervously. “In general, sir, you say that you are thirsty for something, and then I offer to get it for you.”
“Perfect. Can we assume I did that for an ale for me, a white wine for the priestess here, and . . .” Kail looked at Ululenia.
Ululenia was looking at the young man, her eyes half lidded and her pale dress tight and clingy. “He may surprise me.”
The servant flushed and stammered and headed off to get the drinks.
Desidora hid a smile. “So. A direct magical attack seems unlikely. Silver is impossible, so unless the ground was scorched by alchemical fire of some sort, it must have been the Dragon himself, trying to defend himself even as he fell.”
“Alchemical fire would not harm him,” Ululenia murmured. “He is to fire what I am to nature.”
“Then what struck him down?” Desidora hopped up onto tiptoes and looked into the room at the scorch mark. “You said he is the most powerful fairy creature you had ever met.”
“Indeed.”
“A golem sent by the ancients?” Desidora shut her eyes and felt the magic around her. “No, wards. One of the ancients, a weapon or one of those crystal bands carried by a warrior? I don’t think the wards would keep one of them out.” The magic of the ancients had certainly ignored her attempts at magic.
Ululenia shook her head. “We cannot say for certain what magic the ancients possess, but the Dragon prepared for centuries against them. If they killed him, I would think to see this house burning around the site of their battle.”
“Dumb-guy question?” Kail was standing by the table where the chair had fallen. “Why is silver impossible?”
“The wards,” Desidora said, pointing at the lines of magic she could see and Ululenia could at least sense. “No silver may enter the Dragon’s palace.”
“Wait, which wards?” Kail blinked. “There are wards in here, and wards all over the palace?”
“This estate was marked as his hunting ground,” Ululenia said, “but this room was his lair.”
“Baseline wards all over the estate,” Desidora clarified. “As far as I can tell, they would trigger an alarm if silver, or a weapon of the ancients, entered the palace. And in this room, almost all magic is entirely suppressed, which is why I’m standing outside it.”
Kail picked up the chair carefully, holding his foot against the back feet as he brought it back up to its normal standing position. “It just seems like it fits. Silver, scorch marks.” The chair, standing up, was several feet away from the table. “He knew whoever did it.”
Desidora couldn’t see what he meant, but Ululenia nodded in agreement. “He pushed the chair back from the table and stood to greet them.”
“Right. So not a surprise attack while he was sitting, or the scorch marks would be on the chair. And not an enemy—”
“Because he would have stood up quickly and knocked the chair in another direction,” Desidora finished. “You would make a decent justicar.”
Kail made a face. “Think I’ll see how those drinks are coming along.” He stepped out from the study, gave Desidora a quick kiss on the cheek, and headed off down the hallway.
As the two doves huddle together against the winter’s chill, Ululenia thought to Desidora with a laugh in her voice.
“We’re taking it slowly,” Desidora said, but smiled. “There has hardly been time to take it any other way.” She let the death aura slip away, and for a moment she was a love priestess again. A very happy love priestess.
Ululenia smiled in return, but her brow furrowed, her horn flaring momentarily. “Scorch marks. Hmm.” She stepped around the dark patch on the floor, squinting. “If this had killed the Dragon, it would be much larger.”
“What if someone disabled the Dragon, then captured him instead of killing him?” Desidora asked.
“It may be. But why waste the power?” Ululenia stalked away from the scorch marks with sudden energy. “Why not take him here and be done? It is what I would do.” She stroked the spine of a book, ran a finger along an old statue, and kept walking. “Unless they are ancients, against all we said was possible before. A Hunter would store the magic that had made up the Dragon to return to the Forge of the Ancients. They feed in different ways. Can you sense their magic?”
“Barely.” Desidora avoided saying anything about how what I would do sounded. “I still don’t see how an ancient would have gotten past these wards, though.”
“True.” Ululenia paused at the table and looked at the book that lay open. “He was reading about the war between the Glimmering Folk and the ancients.”
Desidora raised an eyebrow. “That’s a rare book.”
“Older even than the Love Song of Eillenfiniel,” Ululenia agreed. “It looks to have been written by the earliest elves.” She flipped through it. “They believed the dwarves and the elves were creatures of the ancients, bred from humans as a noble might breed dogs.”
“An unpleasant notion.” Desidora frowned. “How did we forget that? If the ancients committed so much evil upon us, how do we remember them as nothing but a great civilization that left us a lot of magic when it disappeared?”
“Who writes the history books?” Kail asked from behind her, and Desidora turned to see him coming down the hallway with a tray of drinks, the embarrassed elven servant trailing behind him. “White people only even sort of remembered that there were Glimmering Folk, because they were off in the Old Kingdom. It was dwarves and elves and Urujar over here, and we at least had songs and stories about the Glimmering Folk as dangerous bad crap, but even we didn’t have much about the ancients, because the Urujar didn’t hang out with them.”
“Your people tilled the fields,” the elven servant said, and then looked down nervously. “We were kept closer to the ancients, to tend their crystals, and so our stories remember more.”
“Right.” Kail passed Desidora a wineglass. “And then later, the Old Kingdom white folks come over and see us tilling the fields and assume that’s all we’re good for, and they run the elves back into the Elflands, and they never bother asking the Urujar about the old stories, so most of it gets lost.”
Desidora sipped her wine. It was cool and sweet and very, very good. “That’s a dark picture.” Kail shrugged, and Desidora turned back to Ululenia. “If the elves tended the crystal, and the Urujar—”
“Tilled the fields,” Kail finished.
Desidora grimaced. “Then who fought in this war? The ancients themselves?”
“Some of them, yes.” Ululenia flipped through the book. “But the dwarves did most of the fighting. They turned from miners into warriors to fight against the minions of the Glimmering Folk. The trolls, the scorpion-folk, and”—her voice softened—“the ogres.”
“Your buddies in the woods were made by the Glimmering Folk?” Kail whistled.
“I suspected,” Ululenia said, “but I did not know for certain. Most of their tribes try to live with the land, but there is some part of them that always felt different.”
“The Dragon once said that we are not who our creators made us to be,” said the elven servant. “We are what we do with what has been given us.”
Ululenia smiled as she came his way. “I agree. I try to create as much joy as I can with what is given me.”
The elven servant flushed again and stammered a little, and Ululenia brushed his robe as she walked by. “After seeing such destruction, I would greatly appreciate a bath.” She looked over her shoulder at the elven servant. “Though I confess, I am unused to the indoors. I would likely get lost unless someone showed me the way personally.”
“I can help,” the elven servant squeaked, and Ululenia took his hand and led him off.
“She’s a tiny bit off, isn’t she?” Kail asked when he and Desidora were alone.
“More than a tiny bit.” Desidora sipped her wine.
“I was being polite. To manners. And silver.” Kail took a generous swig of ale.
“It couldn’t be silver.”
“What if it wasn’t silver when it came into the estate? Remember what Hessler did on the train job? He turned the book into a knife, turned the knife into a book?”
“Wouldn’t work.” Desidora pointed at the wards. “Transmutation effects have a sort of built-in reversal, so that the wizard who casts the spell can remove it at will.”
“Like leaving the door open a crack?” Kail asked. He looked around the room at the multitude of bookshelves, then started poking around in a very unsexy imitation of what Ululenia had done earlier.
Desidora rolled her eyes. “Not particularly, no. But for the purposes of this metaphor, yes, the wards could see that the door was open, even if it was just a crack.”
“Could you shut the door all the way?”
Desidora considered it. “Oh, this is silly, hold on.” Ignoring the oppressive feeling of the wards, she let her death aura slip away and stepped from the hallway fully into the room as well. The wards weren’t as painful when she was merely a love priestess. “It would take a great deal of energy,” she said, looking on the floor by the table. She had no idea what exactly she was looking for, but she was following Kail’s lead.
“So it’s not impossible?” Kail poked behind a few books, then moved a statue discreetly to one side.
“Not impossible, no. But then you’re inside, with a silver weapon that is neither silver nor a weapon.” Desidora reached the couch and ran her fingers between the cushions. “And you’ve got no way to turn it back into the silver weapon you need for your attack.”
“Sure you do.” Kail passed her, grabbed the fireplace poker, and jabbed at the ashes of the fireplace. “You turned your silver weapon into a book or a scroll or something with magic, right?”
Desidora stopped. “Oh. Of course. I’m an idiot.”
“Don’t be so hard on yourself.” Kail leaned over a vase by the fireplace. “Love priestesses don’t have to sneak anything more than love notes into places they don’t belong. Scouts have to handle this crap all the time.”
“I walk into this room with a scroll or a book,” Desidora said, “and then the wards, which nullify most magic, dispel the transmutation magic, at which point I have . . .”
Kail pulled a blade from the vase. “A silver dagger in the one place in the world that you shouldn’t find a silver dagger.” He held it up. “And all the wards in here override the normal ones out in the rest of the estate, so it doesn’t even trigger the alarm when it turns back.”
“You are a devious man, Mister Kail.” Desidora leaned in and kissed him. It was a slow kiss, more than a peck and less than a big stage-play make-out scene.
He actually blushed when he pulled away. “Well, I try. Come on, let’s show Loch.”
He took four steps, left the room, and sighed as an enormous blaring alarm sounded throughout the palace.
“And you’re very distracting, Sister Desidora,” he called back, and she laughed despite herself, which was something she needed to do very much right then.

Justicar Captain Pyvic flicked his message crystal absently, then sipped his morning kahva and walked into the main pit. “Where are we on the fairy-creature disappearances?”
“Looks like some of them are hiding,” Tomlin said, squinting at the map on the wall. “But there are fights too.”
“Territorial disputes, from what we can see,” Derenky added. “They’re moving into each other’s territory and fighting as a result.”
Pyvic took another sip of his kahva and looked at the map. “Any reason they should be doing that, beyond a desire to make my life harder?”
Tomlin was messing with the thumbtacks he’d stuck into landmasses. “Nothing we’ve heard. I’ve got the disappearances marked in blue, and the fights people have reported marked in red. I’ve still got the last few days’ worth of reports to go through, though.”
“Oh, let me.” Derenky lifted his right arm. He had some new crystal gadget on his arm, red and glittery and exactly as flashy as Pyvic expected for something Derenky would wear. It glowed for a moment as he tapped on the band, and then the device projected a series of tiny glowing dots onto the map.
“What’s that thing?” Pyvic asked, impressed despite himself as Tomlin started quickly sticking thumbtacks into the glowing dots.
“Paladin band.” Derenky grinned. “They just came out. It can do everything from simple image projection to tracking my calendar. There’s even a built-in message crystal, so paladins—that’s what we call ourselves—can talk to each other.”
“Damn.” Pyvic nodded. “How much?”
“Oh, I’m never buying a house, ever,” Derenky said, “but it also includes something like a health enhancement. As far as I’m concerned, it was worth it. If everyone in the department had one of these, we could stop using paper and thumbtacks.”
Tomlin glowered. “I like the thumbtacks.” He stuck a few more into the map, his big beefy hands pinching carefully to get them into place.
“Were you waiting to go to the cabinet meeting until you heard more about the fairy-creature disappearances?” Derenky asked politely. “My understanding was that the recent incident at the Sunrise Canyon processing center was a higher priority.”
Pyvic sighed. “I thought that thing tracked your calendar.”
“Oh, I added the cabinet meetings to my schedule, just in case you became too busy and wanted me to take your place.”
Pyvic waved and raised his kahva mug. Tomlin and everyone else within earshot took a drink while Derenky rolled his eyes.
As they did, Pyvic looked at the map. The blue thumbtacks, the disappearances, formed a rough circle around the center of the Republic. The red ones were all farther out, between the port cities that Heaven’s Spire passed over in its yearly orbit around the Republic, or out at the edges of the country entirely.
It wasn’t marked on the map, but because he’d been looking at it in his reports, Pyvic knew that Sunrise Canyon and its processing center were located squarely in the middle of the Republic, which meant squarely in the middle of those two rings.
A younger Pyvic would have called it out immediately. Justicar Captain Pyvic cleared his throat, finished his kahva, and said, “I’m off to the cabinet meeting. Table the fairy creatures for now and focus on those deaths on the Imperial border. The archvoyant wants everything nice and friendly when their delegation visits in a few weeks.”
“Understood, Captain.” Derenky pressed his band, and the field of glowing lights flicked off, leaving Tomlin growling and muttering, hands still full of thumbtacks. “And the processing center?”
“I’m on it. We’ll see what Cevirt says.” Pyvic left before anyone could ask anything more.
He thought as he walked, his long legs setting an easy stride a soldier never forgot. Loch’s last report had said that she was headed to the processing center, that Dairy was there and in danger, and that it could be tied to the return of the ancients. He hadn’t heard from her since.
Now fairy creatures were fleeing the area, not just around Sunrise Canyon itself but from the whole center of the Republic. They ran far enough, fast enough, that they crossed into other creatures’ territory, and were frantic enough to start fights.
They were panicked. If fairy creatures weren’t so damned reclusive to begin with, it would look like a stampede.
The fairy creatures were the leftover bits of energy from the ancients’ magic. The ancients had left their Hunter golems with orders to track and kill the fairy creatures, so, obviously, there was animosity. The most obvious reason for the fairy creatures to be clearing the area was the return of the ancients.
Pyvic had helped stop agents of the ancients from destroying a good portion of both the Republic and the Empire. If the ancients had returned, he’d figured on fire raining from the sky and giant crystal golems crashing through the cities, leaving blood and destruction in their wake.
His message crystal hummed at his side, and he fished it out, looked around the market square to ensure that nobody was standing too closely, and held it to his ear.
“It’s me,” said the voice of Loch. “We got Dairy back, but we didn’t stop the ancients. They’re not people. They’re magic, as far as we can tell. At the processing center, they had these red crystal bracers they called paladin bands. Each one carries the soul of an ancient. They can take over anyone who wears one. Will let you know when I find out more.”
The crystal beeped as the message ended. Pyvic flicked it with his thumb, deleting the message.
Pyvic was quiet on the rest of his walk to the archvoyant’s palace. A good scout, and he had been a good scout during the war, knew when to say little and watch. He watched the guards who checked him with the glamour wards and then waved him through. He watched the archvoyant’s steward, who showed him into Cevirt’s breakfast room.
He took the friendly ribbing at his usual tardiness and grabbed a fresh cup of kahva and an expensive pastry from the tray by the table, and he watched the merchants and bankers and guildsmen who were working on one of Archvoyant Cevirt’s “find the money to do this” projects.
There were too many robes. Sleeves Pyvic could deal with—anything that didn’t billow like the open-chested shirt of a romantic hero in a bad stage play would be tight enough for him to see the outline of the red crystal bands, or even the glow, but most of the important people in the Republic still wore robes, and the voluminous sleeves of a merchant’s robes could hide anything.
“All the educational incentives in the world aren’t going to help them if they don’t have enough food on the table,” Lady Heflin said. “I recall being hungry once. I didn’t much care for it, and I can’t say it helped me in my studies either.”
“Point taken.” Pyvic broke a little circular pastry in half. “So how do we get the food to the kids in the cities more cheaply without dropping the price on farming goods and effectively starving all the children in the country?” He reached out and offered her half of the pastry, holding his hand about halfway across the table.
Lady Heflin reached out and took the piece, baring one arm in the process. No band. “Tax breaks for transportation. The guilds buy at the same price, it’s a little less expensive to ship it, and they agree to a lower price bump in the cities as a result.”
“Will the guilds accept that?” Master Trendin asked skeptically. He’d scratched his arms an hour or so ago, and Pyvic had been able to rule him out as well.
“Let me have a word with them,” Lady Heflin said. “I can make it work.”
“What’s this here?” Pyvic asked, pointing at one paper near the bottom of the pile on the table. “I think I missed this when I came in late. The Republic Festival of Excellence?”
Cevirt chuckled. “Consider the name a placeholder for now. I’ll be rolling it out in the next few weeks. We’ve had some generous donations from private parties who want to celebrate the Republic’s achievements, and rather than put such donations to defense spending like we usually do, I thought it was time to give the people something to cheer about.”
“Cevirt’s going to shame the Empire on their visit,” Lady Heflin said, laughing. “He’s having the mine at Sunrise Canyon converted to a festival ground to showcase the magical wonders of the Republic, specifically what the paladins can do with these new bands.”
Pyvic smiled delightedly. “That’s wonderful.”
Cevirt shrugged. “It’s expensive, but a little culture now might stop a lot of blood later.”
“I’ve got reports on my desk about accidents at Sunrise Canyon’s processing center,” Pyvic said. “I was going to discuss them with you when these were—”
Something beeped, and Cevirt pushed back his sleeve to reveal the paladin band on his arm. “Hold that thought, Pyvic. My lunchtime appointment.” He stood and gestured. “Everyone, please greet Misters Skinner, Lively, and Slant.”
The three blond men who came in all wore paladin bands, just like Cevirt. They greeted the room, all perfect teeth and firm handshakes. “Happy to be here, happy to be here,” said Mister Slant, “and I have to say, on behalf of the puppeteers, we are really looking forward to covering the Republic Festival of Excellence. Fantastic way to move things forward, and we’ve got some great ideas that we think will really draw people in.”
“We took the liberty of speaking with Justicar Derenky,” Mister Skinner added, “and we’re not too worried about any of these fairy creatures causing trouble at the event. Still, at your request, Archvoyant, I’ll be coordinating security efforts personally.”
“Wonderful,” Cevirt said, nodding to Pyvic. “One less thing for the justicars to worry about.”
Pyvic smiled. “I’m always happy for a little help. I’m still a little concerned about what happened at Sunrise Canyon, however, from a technical standpoint.”
“I’m coordinating with the Lapitemperum,” Mister Lively said, matching Pyvic’s smile, “and I can assure you that we are absolutely on top of the situation. This should be smooth sailing for everyone.”

Loch asked Dairy for a good room to relax and talk in, and Dairy took them to a spacious room with a suf-gesuf table, a long bar, and a lot of low couches and elevated stools placed around high tables.
Kail passed Loch her customary glass of red wine as she pulled up a stool by the bar, and she looked at it dubiously. “I thought you couldn’t get a good red in the Elflands.”
“Didn’t say it was good, Captain.” He poured Desidora a white, then turned to Dairy. “What do you take these days, kid?”
“Milk is still fine, Mister Kail.” Dairy smiled. It didn’t reach his eyes.
“We’ll find out who did this,” Kail added, and after a moment, passed Dairy a tall glass.
“Thank you.” Dairy held the glass but didn’t sip. “He’s not dead. I would know if he were dead.”
“You’re right,” Desidora said, taking a graceful sip of her wine and reclining on one of the low couches as though posing for a picture. “We believe we understand how the attack happened, and while we don’t know who it was, we know that the attack didn’t immediately kill him. There’s every reason to believe that he’s still alive.”
“Then we get him back,” Dairy said. He was pacing, leaving little splashes of milk on the carpet behind him as the glass sloshed in his hands. “We get him back and set him free, and he’s all right.” Desidora took his hand as he passed her, and he stopped, lowered his head, and shut his eyes. “I would know if he were dead.”
“Sadly, the rest of the Elflands lacks faith in your feelings,” came a voice from the hallway, and Loch turned to see Irrethelathlialann come in. His face was pale, the crystals in his cheeks a little duller than usual. “The Dragon protected the Elflands. With him gone, there will be chaos.”
“I thought you had an army,” Kail said. “Was the Dragon like your archvoyant or your emperor or—”
“No,” said Dairy. He put his glass down and started to pace again. “He didn’t rule the elves. Elves don’t want to be ruled, Mister Kail. They were slaves, and when they get near the crystals, something in their heads makes them almost slaves again. They hate that more than anything.”
“Imagine an army where no one can give orders,” Irrethelathlialann said quietly. “Imagine a warship where the captain has to phrase everything as a suggestion. We are not a military force. We never could be. The Dragon gave guidance we respected without ever asking to rule us, and protected us when we lacked the ability to protect ourselves. Now he is dead.”
“I do not like it when you say that, Mister Irrethelathlialann,” Dairy said with slow deliberation, “and I do not think you are right.”
“You’re not an elf, boy. Just tell me not to say that, and be done.” Irrethelathlialann shook his head. “With him gone, at least, the Elflands will withdraw. We cannot fight the ancients, not when the very presence of the ancients enslaves us. We will use magic to hide ourselves away and hope that the ancients consider us too much trouble to hunt down. The fairy creatures will do much the same.”
“Well, thanks, Ethel, that was very uplifting.” Kail held out a wineglass. “You are clearly handling this planning session without the benefit of alcohol. Only Icy and the kid and maybe Ululenia can handle that kind of stress.”
Irrethelathlialann snatched the wineglass and took an angry drink. “I will see what other news I can gather. The Dragon had sources. Many remain useful.” He stalked off, glass in hand.
“Where is Ululenia, anyway?” Tern asked, stirring the liquid in her cocktail glass with a small decorative sword.
“Here! Hello!” Ululenia dashed into the room, her ash-blond hair askew and her sandals held in one hand. “Sorry I’m late! As the mother bear wakes from her winter slumber—”
“Uh-huh.” Kail raised a glass her way. “Dress is on backward.”
“It is not.” Ululenia looked down at the clingy white gown she wore, then back up at Kail, and then blushed and took the glass. “It was not.”
“How does that work?” Dairy asked. “I mean, you’re a unicorn, and you change shapes. Isn’t the dress part of you?”
Ululenia fixed him with a sultry stare. “Any time you want to find out, you let me know.” Dairy smiled and shook his head. The smile still didn’t reach his eyes.
“The ancients,” Loch said, waving for silence. “We know where they came from. We know that hoop Desidora saw is the gateway that lets them in. How do we take it down?”
“Death magic did nothing,” Desidora said, glaring at the memory as her hair darkened slightly.
“We’re looking through the Dragon’s library,” Hessler said, “and his organization is actually incredibly intuitive, which is unexpected both generally for a private library and specifically for a fairy creature, as their minds don’t—” Tern elbowed him. “We haven’t found anything yet, though.”
“Would killing me stop them?” Dairy asked.
“No,” Loch said without pausing.
“They used me to open the gate,” he insisted. “I was the key to bringing them back. The prophecy was all for them. That’s even why Hunter Mirrkir wanted me dead back when he found out what I was on Heaven’s Spire.”
“He’s right,” Hessler said, and as Tern elbowed him again, added, “not about killing himself! About why the golem was so insistent upon killing him. In the Dragon’s notes on the end of the war between the ancients and the Glimmering Folk, he guessed that there were multiple factions arguing over the proper way to close the gateway to both the land of the ancients and the land of the Glimmering Folk. The ancients knew that closing both gates would seal them away and leave the gate of the Glimmering Folk fractionally open—”
“High points, baby,” Tern murmured.
“Some of the ancients believed in the prophecy,” Hessler said, “trusting that Dairy would defeat the remaining power of the Glimmering Folk, and then their gate could be opened safely. The others simply believed that Dairy should be killed if found, which had a reasonable chance of opening the ancients’ gate without reopening the gate of the Glimmering Folk as well.”
Kail set his tankard down. “All I really got there was that the ancients disagreed with each other, which is the first good news we’ve had all day.”
“I am unclear on how that is good news,” Icy said.
“Means they’re not a group mind, all totally loyal to each other,” Tern said.
“They have politics and shortsightedness, just like we do,” Kail said. “It’s a point we can hit.”
“Ah. Disharmonizing influence?” Icy asked, and raised his teacup to Kail in a salute.
“That helps,” Loch said, “but it doesn’t give us the gate. Hessler, can you and Desidora keep on the Dragon’s library?”
“We need to do more,” Dairy said, and Loch looked over. His face was drawn tight, but he met her stare without trying to hide his pain. “Mister Dragon only figured out the part with . . . me near the end. If he knew about the gate earlier, he would have done something. He would have stopped it. If there’s anything that will help us, it won’t be here.”
“No holy text I’ve ever seen referenced a gate like that,” Desidora said.
Hessler frowned. “The closest I’ve seen to what you describe would be a specific type of daemon summoning at the university, but I don’t think it relates. Speaking of which, I need to repair your warding charm.”
“Later.” Loch waved him away. “Ululenia, Icy?” They both shook their heads. “No lore from the fairy creatures, nothing from the Empire. Someone must know something.”
“Westteich knew about it,” Kail offered, and Loch nodded.
“All right. He’s probably still at Sunrise Canyon. His estate isn’t likely to be guarded as closely as the mine.” Loch nodded slowly. “That’s a start.”
“Speaking of the mine,” Desidora said, “how do we get back inside? They nearly caught us last time.”
“Death lady’s got a point,” Tern said. “Icy and I had a rule about hitting the same place twice, which was don’t. The mine has limited entrances and guards all over the place, probably more of them now that the ancients are, you know, there. Add to that, this team’s big strength is magic, and we can’t use any of that inside the mine without causing a giant explosion.”
“You did not seem to mind causing a giant explosion in our previous encounter,” Icy said mildly.
“You know, when you have evil monster bounty hunters coming at you, you are welcome to come up with a better plan!”
“Not all magic,” Loch cut in. “Desidora, how did you say Ghylspwr left, and how did the golems come after you?”
“A transport rune, as far as I can . . .” Desidora paused. “A transport rune.”
“Which worked despite being magic, and didn’t cause a giant explosion,” Loch pointed out.
Desidora nodded. “The ancients must have it tuned to a frequency that does not react with the ambient magic.”
“That’s how we get in.” Loch looked at Tern. “Would the records be at the Lapitemperum on Heaven’s Spire, or can we get them someplace groundside?”
“The office at Heaven’s Spire only handles crystal-based magic related to the Spire itself. Sunrise Canyon is kind of in the middle of nowhere, not close to any of the port cities, but . . .” Tern thought. “Got it, yes. My old hometown, actually. Rossle-Nesef. Anything tied to old magic and not in one of the port cities itself would be handled there.”
“So we have Westteich’s estate,” Loch said, “and we have your hometown’s Lapitemperum.”
“And you have a problem,” Irrethelathlialann said from the doorway. He walked in carrying what looked like a wide scroll.
“Ethel, you’re doing it again,” said Kail. “Do you need another drink?”
“Desperately. As will you.” Irrethelathlialann unrolled the scroll, which turned out to be some version of the magical leaves the elves had cultivated. When it was stretched taut, images began to flicker on its surface, and Loch heard the sound of laughter.
“The only other real news today is the paladin bands, which have taken the Republic by storm!” said the dragon puppet.
“Oh, hooray.” Kail took a drink. “I didn’t think you got the puppet shows out here.”
“Now, I know they’re the latest new thing,” the manticore said grumpily, swishing his scorpion tail, “but I for one can’t get used to having a calendar and a notepad and a message crystal all on one hand. Does that seem strange to anyone else?”
“I’ll tell you one thing,” said the griffon. “Now that I’m a paladin, I actually remembered my anniversary this year!”
The dragon laughed. “And I imagine your wife doesn’t mind you having more energy than before either!”
“She sure doesn’t,” the griffon chortled.
“Does anyone else sort of want to vomit?” Tern asked. Kail quietly raised a hand.
“Now I expected you to be up in arms about these paladins,” the manticore said, “no pun intended! The bands cost so damn much. Isn’t making rich people into paladins giving them even more benefits over the poor?”
“Well, I don’t think that’s fair,” the griffon said, looking a little hurt. “And they’re easier to get than you’d think! Some have been granted to government officials, and anyone who’s willing to work can eventually save up for one. Best of all, though, Archvoyant Cevirt said that at the Republic Festival of Excellence, in addition to demonstrations by paladins, ordinary citizens will have the chance to compete in fields like athletics, scholarship, magical aptitude, and artistry for a chance to win a paladin band of their very own!”
“Byn-kodar’s hell,” Desidora muttered.
Kail squinted. “Okay, no, it’s weird when you say it, Diz.”
As the puppets went about their banter, Loch turned to Irrethelathlialann, who smiled grimly. “Thanks,” she said. “At least we know what they’re planning now.”
“If you will be patient, there’s one more bit I didn’t understand.” The elf raised a finger.
“And finally,” the dragon said, “one bit of humor to send you on your way, people.”
“It seems that an Urujar woman down near the Imperial border has been dodging her taxes,” the manticore said.
“See, you say an Urujar woman like it matters what race she is,” the griffon said peevishly.
“She hasn’t paid taxes since before the war,” the manticore went on, “cheating and stealing and generally being a terrible person, and you’ll never believe what this woman did: she went into a Republic tax office to complain that her tax refund wasn’t large enough! Can you believe her?”
The griffon laughed. “Well, that is a bad way to go about stealing the Republic’s money.”
“Everyone say hello to Tressa duQuaille,” the dragon said, “our first Idiot Criminal of the Week!”
A small screen, especially grainy given that Loch was watching it on a leaf, rose up behind the stage where the puppets played. For a moment it was blank, and then it lit up with a glamour that showed the face of a middle-aged Urujar woman. She had a heavy build, and her hair was pulled back tight. Her eyes were red with tears.
“I didn’t do anything!” she said angrily. “You say whatever you like, I didn’t do anything!”
“Well, you’re not doing anything anymore, Tressa!” the manticore said, and the griffon and the dragon laughed along with it. “Since you like taking things for free, enjoy a free flight from Ros-Oanki up to Heaven’s Spire, and then a free stay at the Cleaners!”
“Remember, everyone,” the dragon called out, “it’s your Republic!”
“Stay informed!” the crowd yelled back, and Irrethelathlialann folded the leaf back up.
“So they hit the paladin bands,” Tern said, stirring her drink again, “I get that. But what was that bit at the end?”
There was a tiny metallic clink over at the bar. Loch looked over and saw Kail holding the handle of his tankard in one hand. The tankard itself sat at the bar, half crushed.
“That,” said Kail, “was my mother.”




Eleven
THE GUARD WAS a few blocks from Ros-Oanki’s secure port area, grabbing a kahva from a local shop that had pretty serving girls and a good roast. He was a young white guy with hair shaved short and eyes that seemed too wide for his bony little face.
Kail walked up as the guard left the shop, clapped a hand on his shoulder, and shoved him against the wall. “What in Byn-kodar’s hell are you doing?”
The guard spilled his kahva and sputtered. “Who are you?”
“Who am I?” Kail let the guard come away from the wall a bit, then shoved him into it again. “Who am I? You desert your post in broad daylight when we have a high-security prisoner waiting for transport so that you can grab kahva, and your big concern is who am I?”
The young man shoved Kail back. “What the hell is your problem, man? I’m on break!”
Kail blinked, then smiled sheepishly. “Oh damn, man, I’m sorry. You’re on break? I didn’t know you were on break. You’ve still got the, uh, the thing to get back in, though, right?”
Sensing the tide turning, the guard produced a small crystal charm from his waist. “Of course. They said not to let the entry charm out of our—”
Kail knocked the guard’s kahva out of his hand so that it spilled on his uniform, and as the guard flinched, Kail grabbed the charm. “Whoa, look at that! Better hope I’m not a criminal, or I just stole the entry charm away from you. But it’s all right if that happens, right, because you’re on break!” As the guard sputtered again, trying to wipe his uniform and grab the charm at the same time, Kail leaned in and shoved the guard against the wall for a third time. “How would that look in your report? Bad guys stole my charm, but don’t worry, Archvoyant, it doesn’t count, I was on break at the time. Who even authorized breaks when we’re dealing with a high-security prisoner transport?”
The young guard slapped at Kail’s hand. “What are you talking about? It’s one old lady! And who are you, anyway? I know every guard in this port, and you’re not one of us!”
“You know every guard? Wow, that’s really impressive, buddy.” Kail leaned in until his nose almost touched the guard’s. “You even know the special ones they brought in to oversee the prisoner transfer?”
The guard swallowed, his eyes trying to find someplace to be that wasn’t here. “Well, no, not the ogre and the other two, but—”
“Oh, so this prisoner transfer is important enough that there are special guards you don’t know,” Kail went on through clenched teeth, still nose to nose with the guard. “People above your clearance level, you might say. People lurking out of uniform so that if something happens that might endanger this beautiful Republic, they can come in out of nowhere and kick that danger where the sun don’t shine. You want to ask me again who I am?”
“No?” the guard squeaked.
“You sure about that?” Kail kept his eyes level with the guard. “’Cause you look like maybe you want to ask.”
“I don’t want to ask,” the guard said, “sir.”
“All right.” Kail stepped back and gave the guard something closer to normal personal space. He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Taking breaks. Six months we’ve been putting this together, and someone has the uniforms taking breaks. Son of a bitch. All right. We can do this.” He began to pace, twirling the crystal entry charm around his finger. “Can’t change the schedule, or it’d look suspicious, but damned if you’re walking around an unsecured civilian area with the charm just hanging out.”
“I could hide it,” the guard tried.
Kail gave him a long look, waited until the guard squirmed a little, and then slowly nodded. “Okay. Yeah. All right, that could work. Here’s what we’re gonna do.” He fished in a pocket and produced a small cloth pouch. “You put the charm in here, and then you put the pouch down here.” He tucked it into his pants. “You leave it in a jacket, some pickpocket lifts it, and then the wrong people get into the port, and then, soldier, we’ve got blood in the streets.” He pulled a pouch out and tossed it to the guard, adding, “Blood in the streets. We’re not having that. Not today, right?”
“Right, sir.” The guard tucked the pouch into his pants, then swallowed again. “Not today.”
“Damn straight.” Kail clapped him on the shoulder. “Listen, I’m sorry about that. It’s been a long six months. Not your fault someone told you to take a break, and I apologize for taking it out on you.” He passed the man a coin. “How about you go grab another kahva?”
The guard took the coin. “Yes, sir. Not a problem, sir. We’re all in this together.” He started to toss Kail a salute, then caught himself and tucked his hand back down, and sheepishly headed back into the kahva shop.
Kail pulled the pouch with the actual charm in it from his pants and started walking toward the port. “We’re good,” he said quietly, pulling the charm out. “I’ve got one.”
“That should be all we need,” Hessler’s illusionary voice said in his ear. “Meet you at the port.” It wasn’t actual magical communication, which needed message crystals. Hessler was making an illusion of his voice near Kail’s ear, and doing something Kail didn’t understand that would take anything he said and create an illusion of those words near Hessler’s ear. Apparently the spell only worked via line of sight and was crude and magically wasteful and a lot of other things that meant Hessler didn’t like it.
Kail kept his pace at a steady amble, nothing a watcher would peg as out of the ordinary. He fastened the charm to his lapel as he walked, and in a few minutes, the port came into view.
Kail had seen Ros-Oanki’s port once before. It had been the second time Loch had tried to sneak up to Heaven’s Spire, and they had gotten an old enemy arrested and tagged along with the guards. They’d reached the port in the hours before dawn, though, so he hadn’t had a great chance to look at the place.
The main port was lavish, with business airships and personal transports lined up in a festive grid. Young men in pilots’ suits directed traffic with glowing sticks. Heaven’s Spire was a glittering purple gem in the sky overhead, and looking up and squinting, Kail could see airships en route to the floating city or descending back down to earth in a safe and orderly line. The ticket office was bustling with activity, and well-dressed merchants and nobles ate expensive snacks and waited for their flights in an on-site kahva house or a restaurant that Kail understood had a really overpriced wine selection.
The secured port, by contrast, looked like the military facility it was. It was fenced off by high walls with spikes at the top, and guards stood ready with truncheons and blades at the main gate, uniforms pristine in the bright morning light. Over the fence, Kail could see the great fat balloons of the warships and troop transports, and the smaller, leaner balloons of special-purpose ships.
There were no on-site kahva houses or restaurants, but somewhere in there was Kail’s mother.
Kail reached the corner, and as he turned onto the road toward the gate, Dairy fell into step beside him. The kid had gotten a uniform and wore it well. Gold buttons gleamed against the dark-blue fabric, a short blade rode at his hip, and the insignia at his lapel showed an eagle carrying a burning torch in one talon and a crystal in the other.
“You know what division that is?” Kail asked without looking over.
“Flamecannon technician,” Dairy said. “I did serve in the military for a bit, Mister Kail.”
“Oh, that’s right. When you joined the Knights of Gedesar and tried to kill us.”
“Yes.” Dairy adjusted his collar slightly. “I would have stolen a scout’s uniform, but the sword was just for decoration, and the soles of the boots were all worn down from running away so often.”
Kail laughed despite himself. “Good to see you growing up, kid.”
“Thanks, Mister Kail.”
“You okay with the Dragon?”
“I love him,” Dairy said, and Kail swallowed whatever sarcastic thing he would have said back. “We’re going to find him, and we’re going to get him back.”
“In the scouts,” Kail said, “they taught us to keep our minds clear. When you’re worried, you’re not thinking straight.”
“If I pretend not to miss him,” Dairy said, “that’s a lie, and I’m not a very good liar. Aren’t you worried about your mother, Mister Kail?”
“You know, kid, that’s a fair point.” Kail nodded. “How about if we just punch anyone who gets in our way?”
Dairy nodded. “I think I can do that.”
A pair of guards watched as Kail and Dairy approached the gate, Dairy in his crisp uniform and Kail in simple traveling leathers. Kail reached up to his lapel and lifted the charm up as he passed through the gate. The guards nodded, and Kail stepped inside.
Dairy came through after him, without a pause. Kail turned to watch, his body language displaying a little agitation.
Dairy crossed into the secure area. No alarm sounded.
Internally, Kail breathed a tiny sigh of relief that Hessler’s theory about Dairy’s immunity to just about everything magical extended to security wards.
Externally, he waited until one of the guards looked at Dairy in confusion then shouted, “Byn-kodar’s hell! The wards are compromised!”
Both guards flinched. “What are you talking about?” one of them demanded.
Kail reached out and grabbed Dairy’s lapel. “You see an entry charm on him, soldier?”
“No. In fact, I was about to ask—”
“Oh, you were about to ask, oh, all right,” Kail said, bulling right over the guard. “I mean, we installed a security ward to restrict access, but as long as you were about to ask, I’m sure we’re fine. My associate here was a test, and he just waltzed right in without an entry charm!”
“I was going to—” the guard started.
“I want the wards checked to see whether they’re compromised or faulty,” Kail said, “and I want them cycled back up either way. We take them down now, how long are we out?”
“Just a few minutes, sir,” said the other guard.
Kail glared. “All right. Get it done, and pull people from the package to the gate while the wards are cycling back up. I’m checking the package myself. I want a report in five. Where are we on illusion-wards?”
“They’re still down, per orders, until the prisoner and escorts have left,” said the first guard, looking a little confused at the question.
“Good!” Kail snapped. “At least one thing is going right.”
The other guard was looking at Dairy. “I should still see his entry—”
“Airman,” Kail cut in, “how much time to align the flamecannons for rapid short-range fire?”
“It’s at least an hour, sir,” Dairy said promptly. “I looked yesterday, and I would have gotten it done, but they didn’t—”
“Damn it, airman,” Kail growled, stepping in close to Dairy, “if we get blood-gargoyles swarming the airship and those flamecannons aren’t ready, I swear to Io-fergajar, I will put ‘He Would Have Gotten it Done, But—’ on your damn headstone. Am I perfectly clear?”
“Yes, sir,” Dairy said, looking at the floor.
“Go.” Kail waved, glared at everyone, and stalked off as Dairy headed in a different direction.
A few moments later, a faint snapping hiss in Kail’s ears signified the security wards deactivating. He walked around a large warship, glaring at it thoughtfully, and in a short while, Hessler’s voice quietly said in his ear, “I made it inside. Sorry for the delay, but the guards were standing close together, and I had to shuffle to avoid bumping into any of them.”
“Not a problem,” Kail murmured, and nodded as Dairy came his way, looking official and clean and generally military.
“The security ward only checked the perimeter,” Hessler said, “so now that I’m in, I doubt I’ll be detected until the illusion-wards are reactivated.”
“There aren’t any.” Kail looked at the warship and kept his voice low. “Something about the special guards they have here, the ogre and . . . what did Tern say?”
“Scorpion-folk and troll,” Dairy said quietly.
“Sure. Any reason why they wouldn’t want illusions turned off?”
“Icy said that the scorpion was using an illusion to disguise itself. That could be it.” Hessler hmm’d thoughtfully. “The Dragon’s studies said that those races were created by the Glimmering Folk, who are, as far I can tell, originally from a world whose basic matter comprises the figmentary magic I use to create illusions, so—”
“Right, don’t care.” Kail turned. “Dairy, where’s my mom?”
“The small airship over at the end. They’re getting it ready to lift off now.”
“Crew?”
“Five that I saw,” Dairy said. “Captain, lieutenant, gunner, and two on the rigging, plus the three special guards.”
“Right.” Kail rolled out his shoulders. “Too many to fight straight-up. I’ll pull guards and circle, Dairy hits the ogre, Hessler creates duplicates, I get my mother out of there.”
“That sounds significantly underthought as plans go,” Hessler said.
“How are you going to pull the guards?” Dairy asked.
“Guys . . .” Kail smiled. “It’ll be fine. Go.”
They went. It was possible that something in his smile made them more worried instead of less so, but neither of them said anything.
Kail walked up the gangplank of the great warship. A single guard was standing at the top, eyeing him warily as he approached.
“Problem?” the guard asked. He was an Urujar man a little younger than Kail.
“Sorry to bother you,” Kail said. “You hear about the special prisoner down there in the little runner at the end?”
“Heard I shouldn’t ask questions about it,” the guard said dryly.
“Speaking of questions,” Kail said as he reached the top of the gangplank, “if some asshole tried to get you by going after your mother, what would you do?”
As the guard opened his mouth, Kail hit him. The guard stumbled but didn’t fall, and Kail hit him again, and this time the man went down.
“Like I said, sorry to bother you.” Kail walked to the control console and keyed in commands. “Hey, flamecannon overrides, there we go. Yes, I’m sure, yes I absolutely have clearance, code still works, yay, and we’re good.”
Whistling, he walked over to the gangplank, lifted it with a grunt of effort, and shoved the edge over the side. It scraped along the hull of the warship as it fell, and Kail heard confused cries from soldiers and guards on the ground.
“Whoops,” he said, and walked to the nearest of the starboard flamecannons. He charged it, confirmed, aimed carefully, and fired.
A blast of liquid flame seared the morning sky as fire ripped into the airship docked next door.
“Sorry,” Kail said, and walked to the next flamecannon as the cries started. He charged that one, confirmed, and fired again. Another bolt of flame ripped into the airship, setting rigging ablaze and leaving the hull smoldering.
“This kind of thing happens,” Kail said, walking to the third flamecannon, “when you mess with my mom.”
“Hey!” came a cry from down the deck as Kail fired again. “What the hell are you—hey!” Another guard ran at him. Down on the ground below, Kail heard people yelling and fumbling with the fallen gangplank.
“Should probably check the safeties, hunh?” Kail called as the guard closed, and for just a moment, the man’s face showed uncertainty. “That thing went off easier than your mother.” Kail kicked him in the crotch, punched the guard as he staggered, kicked him in the crotch again, and slammed an elbow into the back of his head as he folded.
The airship next door was fully aflame from the third shot, and Kail walked back toward the first flamecannon, which ought to have charged by then. He had almost reached it when the gangplank slammed back into place.
As footsteps clattered on the ramp, Kail yanked a safety pin free from the flamecannon’s housing, tossed it aside, did the same with another pin, and pulled the weapon’s main system back from the hull with a grunt of effort. Pivoting on his heel, he turned it around so that it was aimed at the gangplank.
A flamecannon wasn’t meant to fire when removed from its housing. The crystals that powered the cannon were even built into the housing itself, so that removal rendered the flamecannon useless, unless some idiot had already charged the flamecannon before removing it, still live, from the housing.
“Clear,” Kail said in a completely normal voice, and fired.
The gangplank, along with a lot of the railing and a fair portion of the hull around it, exploded into roiling flame. The flamecannon kicked back and slammed Kail to the deck, and he rolled with it, got back to his feet, and walked over to the control console. Down on the ground, people yelled and shouted, something exploded with a good solid whump and a lot of crashing wood, and a giant squealing alarm started up.
“Had to get the ancients’ attention, Kail,” he said, kicking the bottom of the console and knocking a plate loose. “Needed to send them a message, Kail.” He wrenched the plate free, dropped to his knees, and looked through the crystals inside.
A year ago, he wouldn’t have known what any of the maze of glowing crystals did. Now, he looked at the array, saw what he needed, and reached in to pull them free.
They burned as he touched them, because only an idiot would handle crystals from the control console while the console was active, and Kail grimaced, tucked his fingers into his jacket, and used that to yank the crystals out. It was still hot, but it was “ow, damn it, put your fingers in cold water later” hot as opposed to “instantaneous flinch away,” and Kail was motivated.
“Everyone except the trackers has left the airship,” Hessler’s voice said in his ear. “Everyone at the port seems to be headed your way, in fact. I’m not sure if that was your plan—”
“Enh.” Kail pulled out another crystal and tossed it aside. The console beeped a warning. Kail sat up and overrode it. Grappling hooks sailed up over the railing, caught, and went taut.
“—but Dairy is ready. The trackers are using the control console. It looks like they’re going to take off themselves. How soon can you be here?”
Kail stood up, flexed his burned fingers, and walked to the nearest still-functional flamecannon. “I will be there,” he said, “in ninety-one seconds.”
“That’s an oddly specific . . . Oh,” Hessler’s voice said as Kail yanked the safety pins out, wincing at the pressure on his burned fingers. “Do you think that maybe you’ve distracted them enough already?”
“Refresh my memory, Hessler.” Kail hauled the flamecannon from its housing, pivoted, and aimed it straight up at the balloon overhead. “What made you start selling those illegal charms that got you kicked out of the wizard school?”
“I needed to pay for my mother’s burial,” Hessler’s voice said quietly.
“You see where I’m going with this?” Kail asked, and without waiting for an answer, he fired the flamecannon.
Without its barrier crystals in place, the balloon was defenseless. The blast ripped a hole clean through the material, and the daemon inside shrieked at an inhuman pitch.
“Least it doesn’t sound like Jyelle this time.” As mustard-yellow tentacles began to tear their way from the balloon, Kail took off his leather scout’s jacket, jogged to the nearest grappling cable, jumped over the railing, looped his jacket over the cable, and used the sleeves as makeshift handles to slide down the cable to the ground, where he plowed into a soldier and rolled in the dirt.
The soldier he’d slammed into didn’t get up. Another nearby soldier was coming at him, though. Kail turned, grabbed the man’s hands as he went for the blade at his waist, head-butted him in the face, grabbed the back of his head, and smashed his elbow into it two or three times.
He looked around quickly. Everyone else was looking at the smoke, the fire, or the wind-daemon that was shrieking and tearing its way free from the balloon.
Kail pulled his jacket back on. “Somebody get on those fires!” he shouted over the yell of the alarm. “Keep everyone back!”
Waving and gesturing like everyone else, Kail walked toward the small airship at the end of the dock. Half of the airfield was in flames by now, and that was only going to get worse with the wind-daemon free and wreaking havoc on its own. Everyone was yelling and running and waving, except by the small airship, which was now incredibly alone. The underballoon lights were on. It was powered up and prepared to depart. The gangplank was still in place, though.
“Ready when you are,” Hessler’s voice said in his ear, and Kail nodded. A moment later, the air around Kail turned blurry, and an illusion of him began running up the gangplank. Hessler had even thought of the little sound the wood made when it bent under his weight. Kail followed his own illusion up the gangplank, stepping lightly.
Unlike the warship, this airship was small and built for speed. It was about the same size as his own sadly destroyed airship, Iofegemet, who had sacrificed herself for the team just as everyone had been starting to acknowledge Kail’s choice of name. The bony woman that Tern had said was a troll stood at the control console, the dwarf-thing that was apparently a scorpion stood at the top of the gangplank, and the ogre stood guard over Kail’s mother, who was seated, hands and feet shackled, in the middle of the deck.
“Binjamet?” his mother cried, looking at the illusion of him who was a few steps ahead.
“No,” said the scorpion thing that looked like a dwarf, and lunged forward. “Trick.” A crystal stinger lashed out from the folds of its cloak, not parting the garment but slashing through as though the cloak were an illusion, and slammed into the illusion of Kail.
Kail had seen this happen before. It usually resulted in the person who punched the illusion stumbling forward off balance.
This time, the illusion flew through the air, still looking like it was standing in place, and then abruptly flickered and vanished.
Behind Kail, Hessler grunted and hit the ground, and the cloak around Kail disappeared.
“No illusions,” Kail muttered. “Got it. Dairy!”
He leaped up the gangplank, kicked the stinger to one side, and stomped hard on where the thing’s head ought to be. His foot went through the folds of the cloak and hit something that felt like rock or bone, and the scorpion squealed.
“Kill him,” said the bony woman, and Kail grabbed the stinger as it darted back at him, catching it on the weird glowing sac just behind the crystal tip. It flailed in his grasp, and then rocky claws clamped onto his boots, and the deck slid out from under him.
He hit the deck hard, rolled, and saw the stinger tear through the wood where he had lain. He kicked out, caught the scorpion in what was probably its face—and it was a scorpion now, a very large one with lumpy bits on its head and down its back that glowed softly.
“Fool,” the scorpion hissed.
“Distraction,” Kail muttered back, and that was when Dairy, who had come over the far railing on a stolen grappling hook, punched the troll lady hard enough to smash her through the railing and off of the airship.
“Binjamet!” his mother shouted, struggling with her chains. “Bin, be careful! It’s a trap!”
“I know, Mom!” The glowing bits on the back of the scorpion’s head pulsed, and some kind of yellowish gas oozed out. Kail rolled away, covering his face. His eyes and skin stung, and he blinked hard as he got back to his feet.
The scorpion scuttled forward, and then a brilliant flash of light slammed into it and sent it flying across the deck.
“I believe that you interact with illusions as though they are physically tangible,” Hessler said, hanging from the railing with a pale face but a raised hand, “and I thought to myself, I wonder how that works?” The scorpion got back to its many scuttling feet, and a glowing hammer materialized in the air and slammed down onto it. “As it turns out, it works very well.” Hessler raised a hand, and the hammer swept back up into the air, ready to come down again.
The ogre caught the illusionary hammer in one great hand and punched it hard with the other. The illusion popped, and Hessler staggered to one side and slammed to the deck, eyes rolling back into his head.
“No!” Dairy grabbed the ogre by the arm and pulled her around. The ogre looked surprised, but not as surprised as when Dairy punched her and sent her staggering back.
While Dairy and the ogre traded blows, Kail ran to his mother, still wiping his eyes. She shook her head. “You knew it was a trap, stupid boy! Why did you come?”
“Shut up, Mom.” He pulled Iofecyl from his sleeve and went to work on the locks keeping her chained to the deck.
His mother’s big face glared down at him, age lines adding to her scowl. “They said you’re a criminal again. They said—”
“Really?” One of the locks snapped open. “Really, the ogre and the scorpion and the troll lady said I was a bad person, and you’re taking their word for it?”
Something grabbed his wrist, and Kail tried to break the hold, but it was like a snake or a rope or something, and as he turned, he saw that it was the troll lady, her long fingers and arm stretched impossibly so that they coiled around his arm, and it did not so much hurt as it felt wrong, and the muscles in his arm refused to respond as he struggled.
Her other arm reached for Kail’s head.
A heavy iron shackle caught the troll in the face.
“Did I say”—Kail’s mother slammed the shackles across the troll’s knee, and the troll screeched and stumbled—“that I”—the shackles swung up and smashed into the troll’s chin, and the troll dropped to her knees—“believed them?” The shackles came down with crushing force on the back of the troll’s head, and the troll hit the deck and did not move.
Kail’s mother turned to him. “You are my son. If they want you, they come through me.”
He coughed, worked Iofecyl into the last lock, and snapped the shackles from her wrists. “Thanks, Mom.”
The ogre stumbled back from a blow, and she went through the console as Dairy shoved her, as though she were the illusion. Dairy slammed into the console hard, and the ogre stepped around and clapped him on the side of the head. The kid went down, crashed into the railing, and didn’t move.
Kail put himself between the ogre and his mother. “You wanted me? You got me. Let my mother go, and we do this here and now.”
“Not a murderer,” the ogre said, coming toward him with fists raised.
“No, you’re someone who goes after the families of your enemies.” Kail stood his ground. Behind him, his mother got out of the way. “You’re a monster, and I say that as somebody who’s got a dark fey and a death priestess on his team.” He raised his own fists, rolled out his shoulders, and snarled, “I don’t know if things like you even have mothers, but if they do, yours wasn’t worth my time.”
He lunged forward as the ogre roared, and his fist slammed into her and through her, and Kail slid through her body as though she were a curtain of cool water.
Had he not seen her do her trick with the control console, this would have surprised him.
As it was, the console had been what he was aiming for the whole time. His lunge brought him to it, and he hit three buttons and thumbed the control crystal.
The airship leaped forward, snapping its moorings. Kail stumbled, Kail’s mother stumbled, and the railing slid through the ogre as though she were nothing more than an illusion, leaving her hovering in empty space as the airship bounced off the service station wall, slammed into the top of the fence, and soared wildly through the public port, leaving a lot of yelling and screaming behind it.
Off in the distance, the ogre roared as she finally fell to the ground. Kail looked to his mother and saw that she was clinging to the chair she’d been shackled to. When she saw him looking her way, she shook her head.
“You idiot boy!” she yelled. “You are going to get yourself killed one of these days!”
“Maybe, Mom.” Kail sank back against the console. “Not today, though.”
“If you’ve got all these crazy things trying to hunt you down, Binjamet, you have more important things to do than come see your mother.” She shook her head. “I would have been fine at the Cleaners.”
“That’s the best part, Mom.” Kail grinned. “This whole bit was actually a distraction.”




Twelve
WESTTEICH STOOD ON the dock at Heaven’s Spire, waiting for the airship that would bring the bait up to him.
He had arrived the night before to make preparations. The Cleaners, site of Loch’s first big public escape, had been checked and rechecked, and any prisoner Loch knew removed to another facility. The streets had been swept for charms.
Families. It always came down to families. For the strong-minded, family was a strength, a sign of good breeding and a trust that crossed generations. For the simple, it was a gap in the armor. Those who refused to see the world as it truly was could never make the hard choice to let something happen to family.
Westteich was enjoying the company of the ancients, who were in no way simple or weak of mind. Lesaguris was in fact here, still wearing his chiseled blond nobleman and smiling contentedly as he watched Westteich work. Westteich took a breath of the cool morning air and tried not to look too anxious. Mister Slant was next to him, looking around as though a little confused by the docks.
“The puppeteers have done a great job with the new information rollout,” said Mister Slant, “just a great job. It’s a little tricky balancing these crime stories with news of the Festival of Excellence, though. I’d really like to go for a more positive spin if that’s something we can manage.”
“Ideally, we capture Loch and her team,” said Westteich, “and you go back to your normal reports right away.”
Mister Slant blinked at him as though just remembering that he was there. “Yes, right, that’s certainly something we could do.”
“You know,” said Lesaguris, “it’s entirely possible that Loch and her little team of thieves will wait until Binjamet duQuaille’s mother is in custody at the Cleaners.”
Westteich smiled. “It is, my lord. But I don’t think so. And neither do you.”
“Don’t I?” Lesaguris asked, not looking over. He had his hands linked behind his back, and his black coat flared in the wind.
“You’re not the kind of man who wastes time,” Westteich said confidently. “You wouldn’t be here unless you thought, as I do, that Loch would make her move before the mother is moved to the Cleaners.”
“Fair point.” Lesaguris nodded. “Now, tell me why I think that.”
Westteich took another lungful of cool morning air and matched Lesaguris’s stance, linking his own hands behind his back. “This Loch isn’t stupid. She has a noble upbringing, an education, even a distinguished military career. But you and I have both crossed swords with her, and I think you’ve seen the same thing I did.” He grinned. “She has an impressive minute-to-minute game. Back her into a corner, and she will go right through you, no matter how she has to do it. But look at her long-term planning, and you see the wasted potential. She’s an Urujar and a woman, and she’s angry about it, my lord. She can’t work within the system, she can’t take the time to let the game play out, and she can’t accept the simple facts of how the world works.” Westteich shook his head. “It’s a pity, because she could have been so much more, if only she cared about things other than the color of her own skin.”
Lesaguris smiled. “All of that is one reason, Westteich,” he said, and as Westteich let out a small relieved breath, he added, “and the other reason is that according to the message I just received on the band, Loch’s people broke the mother out of custody down on Ros-Oanki fifteen minutes ago.”
Westteich executed a mental pivot that impressed even himself. “I knew trusting Arikayurichi’s trackers was a mistake, but I wanted to give them a chance to prove me wrong. I take full responsibility for their failure, my lord, and if you believe it’s necessary to have them killed, I can’t really argue with you. What’s important now is what we’ve learned.”
Lesaguris’s smile broadened. “And what have we learned?”
“That everything we’ve been doing is right,” Westteich said without hesitation, making direct eye contact and nodding as he went on. “I was right about how Loch would take immediate action, and about how personal connections would be a useful tool against her. You were right to be skeptical about our normal forces’ ability to react to threats of this nature. We need to adjust individual stratagems, of course, but with what we’ve learned here, we should only be more confident now that our next steps will be successful.”
“Yes, yes, of course,” said Mister Slant, “our next steps?”
Westteich continued nodding and kept his eyes on Lesaguris at all times. “If you planned to kill me, my lord, there’s nothing I could do to stop you, but I am an asset to your team, and I don’t see you wasting resources at such a critical point in your operation. You could put a band on me, but you have Archvoyant Cevirt banded already, so you clearly don’t lack for political power. Killing me for the failure of the subordinates you assigned me would be like killing you for Arikayurichi and Ghylspwr’s failure to destroy the Republic a few months ago.”
Lesaguris let him hang for a long moment. Then he nodded slowly. “Not bad, Westteich. Not bad at all. You are quite correct. As for Arikayurichi and Ghylspwr . . .” He sighed. “Arikayurichi was too bloodthirsty, and he has paid for it. Ghylspwr was a great fighter and a true patriot, but he always lacked the conviction necessary to make the difficult decisions. You have heard the story about him at the last days of the ancients?”
“They say he was a king who held off the Glimmering Folk while the last of his people fled to the realm of the ancients.” Westteich shook his head. “They also say he gave up some of his own essence to heal the wounds of the warrior wielding him. The legends say that it was his son, but I assume that was time and misunderstanding affecting the telling of the tale.”
“He was a general, not a king,” Lesaguris said quietly, “and he had fought the Glimmering Folk for years. His forces were to hold position while the rest of us retreated back to our realm. Ghylspwr himself was to retreat, leaving a small group to sacrifice themselves.” Lesaguris looked down, and one hand balled itself into a fist.
“It was an excellent plan,” said Mister Slant, “and we left enough thralls to fight the Glimmering Folk to cover the retreat. It was really astonishingly well managed, coordinating that kind of effort with so few losses of our people. Just astonishing.”
“But then,” Lesaguris went on, “he sent the rest back and chose himself as sacrifice. Even when the Glimmering Folk overwhelmed him, when he could have had his thrall throw him through the gateway, Ghylspwr chose to give up what he was, that brilliant mind, to heal the human who had carried him.” His face twisted into something that was either a frown or a snarl. “Can you imagine what a selfish, weak-minded waste of talent that was?”
“It is far beyond me, my lord.” Westteich ducked his head. “Suffice it to say that I am glad you are here now to lead us.”
“Thank you, Westteich.” Lesaguris lifted his head, and the snarl was gone, replaced with the same genial smile he usually wore. “For now, you should know that Archvoyant Cevirt has yielded some very useful information. If our course is, as you say, correct . . . what would you do with the knowledge that Justicar Captain Pyvic is Loch’s lover?”

Loch, Ululenia, and Icy stepped off the treeship the elves had let them borrow and hunkered down in the bushes, not far from the walls surrounding the Westteich family estate.
“Wards?” Loch asked, pointing at the walls with her walking stick.
“I am but the dove to Desidora’s falcon,” Ululenia said, looking carefully at the walls, “but I do sense something.” She stepped forward carefully. “It seems warded against active magic.”
Loch frowned. “Can you break it without triggering an alarm?”
“No. But as the fox creeps across the frozen pond, I will step lightly and swiftly and leave no trace.” She shimmered and shifted into a snowy-white dove and flew off toward the wall.
“I carry no magic,” Icy said, looking over at Loch. “I do not believe I shall have any difficulty.”
“Right.” Loch reached under her leather jacket, pulled the daemon-ward necklace over her head, and tossed it back by the treeship. “No magic.”
She and Icy reached the wall, which was cut stone and fifteen feet high, half covered with long growing vines. Icy, smaller and lighter, stepped up without hesitation, grabbed what looked to Loch like a completely sheer surface, and pulled himself up.
Loch tucked her walking stick into the back of her belt, ran her fingers along the wall until she found a handhold, and then pulled herself up.
“Do you require assistance?” Icy said from atop the wall.
“I was a scout,” Loch muttered, launching herself up and grabbing another handhold. “I know how to climb.”
“As you say,” Icy said politely, still perched atop the wall and looking down at her.
Loch slipped on a bit of vine, swore to herself, pulled herself up by her fingers until her feet found purchase, and finally took the hand Icy wordlessly offered and pulled herself up the rest of the way.
“Show-off,” she muttered.
“Someone must keep you humble while Kail is otherwise occupied,” Icy said, smiling faintly as he dropped from the wall into the estate.
Loch dropped down after him, rolled, and winced at the ache in her still-healing ribs. The yard inside was ruthlessly trimmed, with a single path leading to the manor from the main gate, and hedges and statues scattered across the otherwise-bare expanse of green. “Ululenia, guards?” she asked as she moved behind an ornamental hedge trimmed into a perfect teardrop shape. Icy stepped in beside her.
A snowy-white dove flew up and landed atop the hedge. Ululenia looked down at them and cooed.
“I believe she fears that speaking in our minds would activate the alarms,” Icy said.
“I got that.” Loch nodded to Ululenia. “Go. We’ll follow your lead.”
The dove cooed again, waited a moment, and then flapped to a hedge a dozen yards away. Loch and Icy darted after her. In the distance, Loch saw guards at the gate, and more pacing near the front entrance to the manor.
“You are not worried for Kail?” Icy asked, while Ululenia waited and pecked at the hedge.
“He and Hessler and Dairy will be fine. Besides, he’d be no good to me worrying about his mother in the middle of a job. That thinking gets a scout killed.” Loch snuck a glance out from the hedge, saw one of the guards coming their way, and ducked back. “He was right. He warned me, and I didn’t listen.”
“You made the correct decision in drawing them out,” Icy said quietly. “You are not responsible for the actions of your enemy.”
“Doesn’t matter who’s responsible for it. It happened, and we’re fixing it.” Loch looked over at him. “You’re not worried about your family?”
“I lost my family some time ago,” Icy said.
“Sorry.”
Icy nodded in acknowledgment. “Ululenia has no family, Hessler’s mother has passed away, Desidora was raised by priests of Jairyur after her mother died giving birth, and Dairy is an orphan. You and Tern are the only other members of the team with close living relatives.”
Loch winced. Of course they would have talked it out. “The Lapitemperum is in Tern’s hometown.” Ululenia fluttered to another hedge, and Loch and Icy crept out after her, and then darted quickly to another hedge, keeping their bodies low as the manor came closer. “She checking in with her family while she and Desidora hit it?”
“Presumably,” Icy said as Ululenia flapped to another hedge, then rapidly turned and came back. Loch and Icy ducked back. “Which leaves only the question of Pyvic and your sister.”
“Pyvic is one of us. He can handle himself.”
“And that means you do not worry about him?”
“It means he doesn’t need me,” Loch said quietly, “to save him.”
“You have not yet mentioned Naria,” Icy said.
“Nope.”
Ululenia flapped out to the hedge again, and flapped her wings anxiously. Loch and Icy darted in behind her. They were almost to the manor now, and the guards were within earshot. Loch and Icy circled the hedge carefully, keeping it between them and the nearest guard, and Ululenia flitted up onto a low balcony overlooking the yard.
Loch went first, making no noise as she leaped up, caught the balcony, and pulled herself over. Icy landed beside her a moment later, flattening himself so that the guards on the ground could not see him.
The balcony was a small half circle with a single love seat and a tray where one of the presumed lovers could rest a drink while watching the sunset. A double-glass door led into the manor itself, and Loch looked at Ululenia, who flapped to the door, landed, and cooed again.
Keeping low, Loch tried the door handle. It opened under her grip. No massive alarm sounded. She crept in.
The first thing that struck Loch was a sense of having been in this manor before. The carpet was the same outdated dark green it had been in the noble manors she had visited as a child and played in while her parents drank and talked politics with the adults. The same bronze busts of old generals lined the hallway. The same paintings lined the walls—expensive and famous works, but not originals, because the hallway would get sun in the afternoon, and even if you had fading-wards built into the frames, you didn’t put the good paintings in a hallway people would walk past.
A classic old painting of the gods, and an emotive portrait of proud Ael-meseth that happened to have the face of an old archvoyant, and a modern piece that was considered popular these days: all of them were jumbled together with no thought of style or pacing or grouping or anything except, “Here, look at how many of these I could afford.”
We may safely use magic now that we are inside, Ululenia said, and then proved it by shifting back into human form. She looked at Loch in concern. “Is something wrong, Little One?”
“Nobles,” Loch said. “Come on. We want the study. Westteich felt safe here. It’ll be hidden, but in a room where he can look at it any time he wants to feel smart.”
“Can you locate the study?” Icy asked.
“Could Ululenia find water if you dropped her in a forest? Come on.” Loch started walking.
They moved quietly but without hiding. The hallway was open enough that running from doorway to doorway would be pointless, anyway. Loch reached a corner, peeked around, saw no one, and crossed.
“You should warn your sister,” Icy said behind her as she passed a doorway.
“Still got her hooks in you, huh?” Loch checked a corner, saw an old servant carrying linens down the hall, and raised a hand. The servant stepped into a side room, and Loch nodded and kept moving. “Naria always was good at getting boys to do what she wanted.”
“As the lioness swishes her tail while walking away,” Ululenia added.
“She is a baroness,” Icy said, “who was once Archvoyant Silestin’s First Blade.”
“She is a baroness,” Loch shot back, “who is in charge of our family’s land, and does not need me to come cause trouble.”
“So you are concerned,” Icy said, “and are remaining distant to protect her?”
“I . . . damn it, do we really have to do this now?” Loch glared at him as they crossed an intersection. “If I go to Pyvic, it endangers him. If I go to Naria, it endangers her. He doesn’t need me there; she wouldn’t want me there.”
“You speak of what they need or want, Little One. What of you?”
“Someone has to focus on saving the damn world while the rest of you think about virgins and my sister,” Loch muttered with a little wave, passing an open doorway into a dining hall.
Icy sighed. “Even beyond her value as a lure for you, Naria’s time as an assassin may have left her with information the ancients would find valuable.”
“Naria can take care of herself,” Loch said, and turned a corner to find a guard standing watch a few yards away. The guard, a gargantuan bearded man wearing heavy armor and a large open-faced helmet, looked at Loch in alarm, and his hand wrapped around a whistle he wore on a necklace.
Loch caught his hand with the hook of the walking stick, checking the whistle just shy of his mouth and yanking it back. Then she kicked him in the side of the knee, grabbed his whistle-blowing hand with her own free hand, and cracked the walking stick against his face smartly. The guard went down, groaning, and didn’t move.
“I do not doubt your sister’s ability to counter any threat she is aware of,” Icy said, helping Loch drag the guard into a small sitting room nearby, “nor do I discount her essentially selfish nature. You are aware that paladin bands are being sold for their health benefits. What if becoming a paladin could restore her sight?”
Loch dropped the guard behind a large vase, checked his pulse to make sure he’d live, and stepped back. “I was planning to get a message to her, Icy,” she said, and headed into the room where the guard had been posted.
“I am glad to hear it,” Icy said, following Loch.
It was Westteich’s study. Unlike in the Dragon’s library, only half of the wall space was covered in books. The rest was home to stuffed animal heads and pictures of more old nobles, some of whom had a passing resemblance to Westteich.
“Ululenia?” Loch asked. The large table was bare of everything but rings from where glasses had been left on it.
“The magic of the wards remains present, though not as close,” Ululenia said, her horn flickering fitfully. “I fear that to stretch my senses would alert them.”
“Right. Eyes only, then. It’ll be hidden somewhere in here. There’ll be a hidden button or a lever or a crystal panel or something.” Loch started on one of the bookshelves, carefully moving through the books and checking for fingerprints in the dust or signs of recent use.
“Why would he need such a thing?” Ululenia asked.
“Because his family’s been guarding the secret of the ancients for centuries, and he’s an entitled asshole with nothing else going for him,” Loch said. “Believe me, there’ll be something that makes a noise and reminds him he’s a very important part of a secret society every time he uses it.” A small bronze bust slid unnaturally as she touched it, as though it were fastened down somehow. “Like so.” She pulled the bust, and it slid to one side.
In the corner of the room, a painting of Heaven’s Spire split in two, revealing a small space behind it. A large gold-bound book sat in the hidden space. Loch reached in and grabbed it.
A spark of energy spat out from the painting as she did, zapping her hand.
“Little One.” Ululenia’s eyes went wide.
“Damn it, I know.” Loch wrung out her hand. Little coils of energy crackled along the painting. “Lightning trap? Not much of a punch.”
“No.” Ululenia reached out slowly as the coils of energy sparked out from the painting, little twisty ribbons sliding their way down to the floor. “It is not lightning.”
Loch looked at the ribbons of light as they hit the ugly green carpet. The carpet smoked, and green began to bleed into the coils of energy, like paint dropped into water.
“Daemon trap?” Icy asked.
“Looks like.”
“You left your daemon-ward charm outside to—”
“Yes I did, Icy.”
“LLLLLLOKKKKKKK,” hissed the coils of energy as they pulled themselves into a vaguely humanoid shape.
Loch sighed as an alarm squealed out in the hall, readied her walking stick, and hoped to Gedesar that Tern and Desidora were having an easier time of it.

The Iceford River flowed down from the mountains of the Empire and cut across the eastern half of the Republic before it dumped, warmer and much dirtier than the name suggested, into the sea to the south. The port city of Rossle-Nesef straddled the Iceford like an old woman hiking her skirt up to leg over a velvet waiting-line rope. A vital trade center, the city had been fought over by dukes and earls until a collection of merchants had decided that oaths of fealty could stuff it and hired their own soldiers, at which point Rossle-Nesef became the first lordless port city in the Republic. In the early days, when a city owing fealty to no lord had been unheard of, the guilds of Rossle-Nesef had cracked down sternly on any possible scandal that could suggest the city was unable to govern itself and needed the guiding hand of a noble lord again, and that respectability clung to the locale like a fashionable but high-necked dress even today.
The Rossle-Nesef Lapitemperum was an old-fashioned white-stone building on the riverfront, its spell-washed columns and preening gods and goddesses greeting the morning with glittering politeness. Multicolored crystals glittered in the hands of the deities, a little hint of sparkle on an otherwise pristine building.
“The crystals are new,” Tern muttered as she walked toward the building, her lapitect robes swishing around her. “Bet it was a tight vote to get those guys slapped on.”
“It’s very white,” said Desidora. “And the carving of Tasheveth is fully clothed.”
“Yep. You remember the deal with the Lapitemperum, right? The verifier ward that puts a little purple glow thing over your head if you lie?”
Desidora smiled. “I’m aware, yes.”
“That originated here, not on Heaven’s Spire. Originally, they wanted it to catch rudeness too. Good morning!” Tern said to the guards at the front door with an apple-cheeked smile. “How’s the weather treating you?”
She waited. The guards blinked.
“It’s good,” said one of the guards, a young Urujar woman who seemed a little more awake than the man next to her.
“I’m so glad to hear it!” Tern said, and she was, because the guard responding meant that she was more likely to be willing to get into a conversation with Tern, and that would result in Tern getting inside and gaining access to the Lapisavantum Chamber, which was where she and Desidora could find out what the ancients were doing and, hopefully, how to kick them in the shins. “Listen, I don’t have an entry badge, but I work up at the Lapitemperum on Heaven’s Spire and I’ve got a badge for there. I was told if I came in, someone could make it work here?”
Technically, Tern was on extended leave from her work up at the Heaven’s Spire office, never having formally quit, and she did still have the old badge. She also had in fact been told that if she came in, someone could make it work . . . by Desidora, about five minutes ago.
The Urujar guard ran a finger through tightly braided hair and sighed. “All right, that’s not how it’s supposed to work, but if you’ll go to the check-in desk, they should be able to take care of you.”
“Thank you, that is super!” Tern said. “I like your hair!” She headed inside with Desidora trailing in her wake.
“You’re . . . very enthusiastic,” Desidora said.
Still smiling and without looking back, Tern said, “Kail gets angry. I get very chipper. Nobody wants to say no to someone who’s cheerfulling at them.”
“Cheerfulling isn’t a word.”
“It is in Rossle-Nesef,” Tern said, and as Desidora glanced over, added, “Yeah, that’s right, no little purple she’s lying light. That was me being dead serious. Good morning!” she chirped at the matronly woman behind the counter, who wore lapitect robes like Tern’s and glared down at the alchemist through spectacles not unlike the ones Tern herself was wearing. “I was told that I should bring you my badge from Heaven’s Spire, and you would make it work here?”
“That’s not how it works,” the woman at the counter said, glaring.
“Oh my wow, nobody told me that wasn’t how it worked?” said Tern, turning it into a question. “Um, I guess if you wanted, you could contact the Heaven’s Spire Lapitemperum and tell them that I don’t have the right access to scan for thaumaturgic leakage due to improperly calibrated matrix enhancements like I did in Ros-Oanki, and that the Voyancy report proving the safety record of lapitect practices won’t make it into the proposal for enhanced crystal production facilities on the East Bank as a result?”
If the counter lady wanted to do that, she could. Tern wasn’t sure why she would, given that none of it was true, but it remained an option, and thus not a lie.
“First this Mister Lively running all his checks, and now this.” The counter lady glared over Tern’s head, then sighed. “You have a badge?”
“I totally do!” Tern fished it out. “Thank you so much, I am so sorry for causing you trouble, and is there like a different thing I should do next time so that it’s easier for you?”
“It’s fine.” The counter lady squinted through her spectacles as she held Tern’s badge next to a pane of crystal that hummed for a moment before chiming and turning green. “Here you go.”
“Thanks again!” Tern took her badge back. “I really love your glasses!”
With Desidora behind her, Tern headed up the stairs, her badge pinging happily as she crossed into the secure area.
“I’m still a little offended that cheerfulling is a word,” Desidora said. “Who are you?”
“Is this a trick question?” At the top of the stairs, Tern went left and headed down a long, cold hallway whose floor clicked beneath her heels.
“I’m used to the safecracker and alchemist version of Tern,” Desidora said.
“Says the woman who goes between dating advice and wrenching the souls of the unliving into dread service.”
“True,” Desidora said, smiling. “And how is Hessler these days?”
“Still worried about protecting me. I’m working on it.”
“Good. Now, I can move between love priestess and death priestess. I have never seen you become this—”
“Person who talks like a wealthy merchant’s nice but basically clueless daughter?”
“I would not have said it like that,” Desidora said. A purple flare of light glimmered over her head for a moment, and other men and women in the hallway stopped and looked at them. “Well, not precisely like that,” Desidora amended, and looked over her head again. This time, no purple radiance interrupted her, and the other lapitects all went back to what they were doing.
“Being a guildsman’s daughter isn’t like being a noble,” Tern said. “I mean, far as I understand, the nobles expect their kids to keep ruling and bringing power to the family and all that, but also, there’s this kind of loyalty to the Republic, like they have this heritage they have to honor, you know?”
“All right,” Desidora said.
Tern turned at an intersection, smiled and waved a little at an older man who looked confused but waved back as Tern went by, and said, “Yeah, we don’t have that. The guilds are a couple hundred years old, and the families know how quickly money comes and goes. What matters is making money and taking power back from the nobles. So by the second or third year of dancing with boys at guildsman parties, every girl has to look at herself and make a choice. Either you’re willing to handle the money and the nasty guild politics, and you sit down at the suf-gesuf table and get dealt into the family business, or you’re not willing to do it, and then you still end up at the suf-gesuf table, but as a card instead of a player. Or you look at all that and go, holy crap, screw this, and you run.”
“I keep looking over your head,” Desidora said, “hoping to see a flare of purple light.”
“You see why I don’t like coming back to Rossle-Nesef?” Tern said irately. “And you know the worst part? There’s this tiny part of you that every once in a while thinks, why didn’t you stay? You had the brains. You might not be pretty enough to be make a trophy wife, but you would have been good at the business, and your parents might actually talk to you.”
After a moment of silence, Desidora said, “I think you’d be a perfectly lovely trophy wife.”
Tern forced a laugh, then looked back and blushed when she saw that there was no purple light over Desidora’s head. “Shut up.”
They turned a corner, walked down a hallway, and nearly bumped into a man a little older than Tern as he left his office. He had the looks of a guildsman, the face that said wealth if not ancestry had dealt him a good hand growing up.
“I don’t recognize you,” he said, smiling as he stepped out to block their way down the hallway. “Can I help you find something?”
“No, thank you, we’re good!” Tern said cheerily.
“I’m not sure,” the man said, leaning in a little. “Two lovely ladies walking around up here might be a little lost. Why don’t you let me show you how to get where you’re going?”
“We’re really fine,” Desidora said, smiling politely.
“Come on,” said the man, leaning in some more, “I think you should come with me.” He looked up over his head and smiled. “See? No purple light. Just being honest.”
“Awww.” Tern lifted a hand and twirled her hair through a finger. “No.”
With her other hand, she triggered her cufflink and put a sleep dart into the man’s throat.
“Wow,” said Desidora.
“Could you just take my word for it that, as somebody who grew up here, I am positive it was going to get creepy?”
“As a love priestess, I can confirm that it was already creepy.” As the man staggered, surprised and offended, Desidora gently lowered him back into his office. “Sleep well.” Desidora shut the door as he collapsed. “Do we have a new plan?”
“It’s basically the same plan as before, but faster,” Tern said.
“Right.” Desidora sighed, flipped back hair that was suddenly raven black, and said, “I hope the boys are having an easier time.”

When the airship had plowed its way across the port, trailed by screaming and shouting and a few distant explosions, Kail crawled over to Dairy, who was shaking his head groggily. “Up and at ’em, kid.” Hessler was already awake, moving carefully toward them, and Kail’s mother was clinging to the railing.
Kail spared a quick look for the monsters. The troll, in her unconscious state, looked like a bunch of ropes falling out of a sack. There was no sign of the scorpion.
“Can you fly the airship?” Dairy asked, his eyes wide as the airship crashed into the port wall, bucked, and then made a bunch of crunching noises along the hull as it slid over.
“The airship is about an hour from getting shot down,” Kail said. “We’re walking.” He grabbed a rope, tied it off, and flung it over the side. “Dairy, you get my mother. Hessler, you need a hand?”
“I can manage,” Hessler shouted back.
“Good man.” Kail watched Dairy carefully hoist Kail’s mother over his shoulders. “You got her, kid?”
“She’s not too heavy, Mister Kail!”
Coming from anyone else, that remark would have required Kail to throw a punch, but Dairy was Dairy, and also Dairy was helping, so Kail gritted his teeth and followed Dairy over the railing.
The rope swung crazily as Kail half climbed, half slid down. Luckily, the airship hadn’t yet gained altitude after crashing over the wall, and it banged against a temple at a good time to slow it down enough for Kail to brace against the wall and drop the rest of the way. He landed in the middle of the Ros-Oanki market square, rolled, and got up next to Dairy, who was helping Kail’s mother back to her feet. A moment later, Hessler bounced off a fruit wagon, came down on a table, and landed improbably on his feet.
“Right. Mom.” Kail took her arm.
He had planned to pull her out of the market square, but in fact did not move her at all. Instead, he found himself staring into his mother’s face.
“Binjamet,” she said, “I want you to be safe,” and she looked scared.
“Oh, damn it, Mom.” Kail hugged her.
“You have these bad people after you, and you are dealing with all these people who can do these different things.” Her arms were tight enough to make his eyes water. “I need my boy to come home.”
“I will, Mom, I promise.” He eventually extricated himself. “For now, though, you need to stay safe.”
“You don’t need to worry about your mother.” She grabbed his shoulder as he tried to pull away, and hit him with the direct eye contact again. “I will go stay with a friend.” She smiled sassily. “You know there are plenty of nice men who love it when I sleep over.”
Kail looked at Dairy, who was blushing brightly. “Mom—”
She laughed. “So you don’t have to worry about me. You go do whatever your Captain Loch needs you to do, and you come back alive and safe, and you tell Loch that if you don’t, she and I are going to have words.”
“Yes, Mom, I’ll tell her.”
His mother looked at him critically. “You look better than last time I saw you, though. Have you gotten a girl?”
Kail coughed. “Mom, this really isn’t—”
“Oh, sweet Tasheveth, it’s a white girl.” Kail’s mother shook her head. “Well, we were all young once, and times are changing. You bring her home next time.”
She walked off into the crowd with the confidence of a woman old enough not to care about anyone looking at her.
“Not a word,” Kail said to Dairy and Hessler.
“Sorry, Mister Kail.”
“Come on. We’ve got business.” Kail led the way from the market square. In theory, the crowd watched them go, but with alarms and sirens blaring, it was easy enough for them to get lost in the crowd.
They turned a corner, and Kail pointed at an alley. “That way.”
“What now?” Dairy asked. “Your mother is safe. Shouldn’t we get back to—”
“Wait.” Kail raised a hand. “Don’t say anything else.”
Dairy, looking confused and a little hurt, followed him in, with Hessler close behind.
“Okay,” Kail said when the three of them were safely in the alley. He turned to Hessler, drew his dagger, and said, “Drop the act and tell me where the real Hessler is.”




Thirteen
HESSLER AWOKE IN a land of wonder.
Hessler had never believed in the concept of lands of wonder. The Elflands were sometimes described as such, but they were simply very leafy and much more reliant upon nature magic than the Republic. The homes of powerful fairy creatures were said to carry that distinction, but given how fairy creatures often disrupted the minds of humans, it was more likely that visitors simply had the feeling instilled in them magically, regardless of whether the area actually merited such an emotional response.
Staring across the vast golden expanse, drenched in purple-and-blue clouds and with streaks of glittering green stars across the horizon, Hessler gazed with a wonder that was fully earned.
After a moment, it struck him to wonder what he was lying on, and he looked down to see absolutely nothing beneath him. This resulted in a moment of flailing panic and spinning in space before he decided that wherever he was, the rules of gravity did not seem to apply, so he was not actually falling.
“Obviously a magical realm of some sort,” Hessler muttered, “and simple deductive reasoning should determine which, and how to get back.” He spun himself around again, on purpose this time, and took in variations in the color of the vast realm that could have been distant rolling hills.
The realm of the daemons was a possibility, but Hessler’s studies had led him to believe that world was chaotic and filled with blazing formless energy. Being in the daemon realm without protective wards was thought to be instantly fatal.
“Not daemons, then.” Hessler squinted at the hills, which were lighter in color, more of a pink that shimmered like oil on water, sending tiny scintillating rainbows across its surface. “Nobody was entirely sure that the ancients even had a realm until this whole mess started, so it’s possible, but . . .”
The rainbows reminded him of something. At first he considered the fairy creatures, but Ululenia’s horn had always shone brilliantly, and this was softer. It lit the cliff but also occluded it somehow, in a way that Hessler hadn’t seen since—
“That’s an extremely good human,” came a voice from behind him.
Hessler turned. A man hung in the empty golden air. His features were fine and angular, and hard to make out beyond that, as they were also lit by the same shimmering radiance that had covered the hills, leaving his skin a shadow by comparison. He was naked and had the right number of arms and legs, but they bent and wiggled bonelessly, and the arms ended in vague fingerless lumps.
“This is the realm of the Glimmering Folk,” Hessler said.
“Oh, you’re an actual human,” said the man, and Hessler saw a little flicker of light trail back from a cord attached to the man, a cord that stretched all the way to the radiance of the rolling hills. “How delightful. I haven’t tried one in ages.”
“Oh dear,” Hessler said, and the rolling hills uncoiled into a multitude of tentacles and came toward him.

Ululenia reached past the daemon slowly taking Jyelle’s shape, grabbed the book in the hidden alcove behind the painting, tossed it to Loch, and, over the blaring alarms, shouted, “Indomitable, Little One, go!”
Loch caught the book, turned, and ran from the room.
“Will Ululenia be safe?” Icy called behind her.
“Jyelle wants me. I’m the one who fed her to the daemon.” Loch turned a corner, nearly ran into a servant, saw that it was a young woman in a hand-me-down cleaning outfit, and turned the punch she’d half started into a shoulder brush that got the girl out of the way harmlessly.
They sprinted down the hallway. It ended in a dining hall featuring a massive stained-oak table, an impressive chandelier of glowing crystal, and a large number of guards.
The alarm was still squealing, and the guards already had blades drawn. They turned as Loch and Icy came into the room.
“Fair warning,” Loch called, “there’s gonna be a big angry daemon in here in short order. You may want to focus on that.” The guards ran forward, yelling, and Loch tossed the book to Icy. “Worth a shot.”
She caught a raised blade with the hook of her walking stick, slammed the guard into the table, and went to work.

“What on earth do you mean?” the illusion of Hessler asked Kail, and Kail flipped his dagger through the air. It flew through the illusion of Hessler’s head and bounced off the wall of the alley behind him.
“Like Hessler would slide down a rope without hurting himself somehow,” Kail said, “or pass up the chance to say something awkward around my mother. Dairy, go low.”
Dairy grabbed at Hessler’s ankles and caught onto something. With a flash of light and a sudden burning smell, Hessler disappeared. In his place was the scorpion creature, the bulbous nodes on its back glowing and pulsing as it writhed in Dairy’s grip.
Kail grabbed the stinger and slammed it against the wall before it caught Dairy’s shoulder. “You got any more tricks, now’s your chance, you spiky little asshole. Because I would love for you to try something. Where’s Hessler?”
“Wizard,” the scorpion said. Its voice sounded like it was being piped through a tube, and Kail realized it was coming from the thing’s tail. “Illusionist, shadows.” It was hard to tell, but it sounded like the thing was satisfied with itself. “Shadowlands. Glimmering Folk home. Appropriate.”
“You sent Hessler to the land of the Glimmering Folk?” Dairy’s grip tightened. “Bring him back!”
The scorpion made a noise that might have been a grunt or a sigh. “Torture. Yes. Expected. Thieves. Enemies of ancients.”
Kail glared at what he thought might be the thing’s eyes, still holding tight to the stinger. “Thieves, yes. Enemies of the ancients, yes. And you serve them, even though you were made by the Glimmering Folk.”
“Glimmering Folk, evil,” said the scorpion. “Service. Redemption.”
“You know, Mister Scorpion—” said Dairy.
“It’s not a Mister, kid! Gedesar’s sake, I’m a Mister!”
“I was made by the ancients, I think,” Dairy went on, undeterred. “I don’t know whether they made me completely or just put the prophecy on me when I was a baby, but I fought the Champion of Dusk for them. And when I was done, I wanted to prove that I was more than just a prophecy. I joined the Knights of Gedesar to fight monsters and help people. But it didn’t work. They did bad things. They hurt innocent people. Evil or good isn’t who you came from or who you work for, Mister Scorpion. It’s what you do. That’s all it ever is.”
“So, no,” Kail said grimly, “no torture. The very first thing my boss, the lady you’re hunting, taught me in the scouts was: fight the enemy, not their people. That means no innocents and no torture. I care about my friend, and I want him back, but I’d rather leave here empty-handed than bloody-handed.”
The scorpion shuddered in Kail and Dairy’s grasp. “Lies!”
“Keep telling yourself that,” Kail muttered. “See how it works next time your boss sends you after somebody’s mother. Let him loose, Dairy.” He shoved the scorpion’s stinger away hard as Dairy backed away. “The kid and I are leaving. You come after us again, I will kill you with a clean conscience and sleep just fine that night.”
The scorpion scuttled backward, chittering wordlessly. Shadows closed around it as it left the alley, and then it was gone.
“Could it have gotten Mister Hessler back?” Dairy asked quietly.
“It never helps to ask yourself that, kid.”

As soon as Loch and Icy had cleared the doorway, Ululenia turned to the daemon. It was already pulling itself into a humanoid shape. Its legs had taken on the texture of the carpet, its body was the same stone as the wall, and its arms were the wood of the bookshelves.
“You will not have her,” Ululenia said, and her horn blazed with the strength of her words.
“LLOKK ISS MMIINE,” the daemon roared, and strode toward Ululenia. “NNO UUNICORRNN CANN SSTOP MEE.”
Then it paused in surprise as vines coiled around its legs.
“I feel pity,” Ululenia said, “as the wolf who sees the dog with its leg in a trap.”
The vines twisted and coiled, and the daemon slammed into the wall.
“Jyelle hated Loch, and when the wind-daemon devoured her, that hatred was still fresh enough for you to catch it,” Ululenia went on as the daemon ripped free from the vines, only to catch itself in the tangle of branches that had sprouted from the bookshelf. “The seed of that hatred blossomed inside you, and you were perverted into this.”
“I WILL KILL HER.” The daemon tore through the branches. It had a human shape now, not merely humanoid, and it had added the vines and branches to its appearance. “SHE DID THIS TO ME.”
“No.” Ululenia pulled at water and earth, shaped them to her will, and sent the ceiling crashing down upon the daemon. “You have no one to blame but yourself. Whatever regret you hold, whatever blame you might place, this is the seed you have planted, and only you may decide how it grows.” She shook her head as she spoke to the pile of rubble that crumbled and cracked before her. “I have pranced in woods the humans think enchanted, where daemons who found freedom joined the earth until they became it. Turn from this hatred, and you could be the same. That is the good news.”
The rubble exploded, and the daemon stood in what was left. It had a woman’s form now, and its body was stone. “NO MORE TRICKS,” it said as it leaped at Ululenia.
The air around Ululenia shimmered, and what met the daemon’s charge was snowy white, and it had a rainbow horn upon its brow, but it had a lot more claws and fangs than anything that called itself a unicorn should ever have.
“No more tricks,” Ululenia snarled through the saber teeth that jutted from her face, and she slashed with claws that tore through stone and ripped chunks from the daemon’s hide. “For the bad news is that I know exactly how you feel.”

Ten minutes, several unconscious guards, and one small office fire later, Tern and Desidora came back to the entry room with the data crystal in hand.
“Hold on,” said the Urujar guard as Tern approached, frowning. “We’re getting reports of possible trouble near the Lapisavantum. Would you know anything about that?”
“Well,” said Tern, opening her mouth, “that’s a really good question, and the thing is, when you think about it—”
“That has absolutely nothing to do with us,” Desidora said from behind Tern. “We don’t know anything about it. We weren’t even on that floor.”
Tern looked at Desidora, specifically in the over-her-head-where-flaring-purple-light-should-be area. Nothing.
The guard did the same thing, frowning again. “So where are you headed now?”
“We’re off to do a good day’s work going over the data for our report,” Desidora said. Purple light flared over her head, and she sighed. “Oh, for Tasheveth’s sake. We’re off to get kahva and see if we can meet anybody cute.”
The guard nodded slowly. “All right. Have a good day.”
Tern and Desidora left the white-marbled building and walked off into the safety of Rossle-Nesef.
“So,” Tern said when they were out of earshot, “you can pretty much do your death-priestess aura-manipulation thing on the verifier ward, and all the awesome not-quite-lies I told were totally unnecessary.”
“Maybe a little,” Desidora said, smiling, as they stopped at a corner, “but why waste energy, if you can handle it?” She raised her hand to hail a carriage.
“You could’ve told me,” Tern muttered. A carriage came to a halt, and Tern grumped her way inside while Desidora spoke with the driver.
Desidora slid into the carriage beside her. “If I’d told you, you’d have stammered out the first one and then looked to me from then on out,” she said as she sat down. The carriage slid into motion with the sound of hooves clopping on stone.
“Why the hell did I even come in the first place?” Looking out the carriage window, Tern glared at the buildings. “I hate Rossle-Nesef.”
“I could have bypassed the verifier wards,” Desidora said, smiling serenely, “and perhaps I could even have altered the aura on your old badge from Heaven’s Spire to make it function here—”
“Oh, now I feel better!” The sound of the horses’ hooves changed as the carriage turned onto the Coin Bridge that separated the wealthy mansions of East Bank from the warehouses, guildhouses, and kahva-houses of West Bank.
“But I could not have found the information you did in the Lapisavantum,” Desidora finished. “You located data that by all rights should not have even existed, data the ancients went to trouble to remove from all records. You also picked the lock that got us into the Lapisavantum, and you located the room itself faster than I would have been able to.”
“Hooray,” Tern muttered. The small hexagonal stones that had given the Coin Bridge its name rattled beneath their seats. She remembered too many nights of coming back home across that bridge, feeling herself getting smaller and dumber as the clever girl who hung out with dwarves and alchemists became the disappointing daughter who talked too much at the dances.
At that, another thought struck her.
“Why are we crossing the Coin Bridge?” she asked. “The treeship is waiting outside West Bank.”
The carriage left the bridge as it came onto Poyer Avenue, then made the left turn onto Slowridge, the tight turn that forced the horse on the left to either stop or walk in place for a moment. You could tell which nobles had the most money, because they took the time to train their horses to walk in place rather than just stopping while the other horse made the turn, which was showy and pointless and the kind of thing rich guild families took pride in. Tern knew that the same way that she knew that the Coin Bridge led to Poyer, and then Slowridge, and then Watchcomb, and then . . .
“We are crossing the Coin Bridge,” Desidora said, “because I am a love priestess, and not all love is romantic.”
“Desidora,” Tern said. “Diz, no.”
“You agreed that we should warn them,” Desidora pointed out.
“By letter,” Tern said. The carriage swung right onto Watchcomb. “You don’t know what this is like, Diz. You don’t know what they’re like.”
“If something happened,” Desidora said, “and you did not try, you would regret it.”
“Would I?” Tern asked with some venom, and the carriage rolled to a stop.
Tern got out of the carriage, glaring at Desidora’s winsome smile, and looked at the stately manor that rose tastefully behind a low iron fence that was more ornamental than practical.
She had hopped that fence to sneak in dozens of times growing up, and hopped it to sneak out dozens of times plus one.
Her steel-toed work boots clopped on the stones of the road. The lapitect robes slid clumsily as she pulled them over her head, revealing the many-pocketed brown work dress she wore underneath.
She tugged at her hair as she walked toward the front gate, like that was going to do something.
“Your business, miss?” said one of the guards at the gate. He was polite and young. Tern had never met him.
“I’d like to see Master or Mistress Silkworth.” It came out scratchy at the end, and Tern wished she’d cleared her throat first.
“Ah.” The guard smiled. “And who shall I say is calling?”
“Tell them . . .” She swallowed. “Tell them Laridae is here.”
The guard nodded, smiled again, and strolled off toward the back entrance of the manor.
Tern stood and waited. After a minute, she realized that she was fidgeting with the cufflink that fired sleep darts and stopped herself with an effort. The other guard watched her impassively. He was older, and she thought that maybe she remembered him.
The first guard finally came back, smiling apologetically. “I’m terribly sorry, miss,” he said through the bars, “but the Silkworths do not know anyone by that name.”
Tern looked at the manor. The second window from the left on the upper floor had been Mother’s reading room. The pale-gray curtain twitched as it closed.
“I see.” Tern forced a smile and a nod to the guard, who was just the poor guy who had to deliver the message. The other guard, the older one, was trying not to smirk, and Tern realized that she did remember him after all.
“They did ask me to give you this,” the nice guard added, and passed a pouch through the bars, “for any trouble you might encounter in the future.”
Tern took the pouch of coins and smiled and started to walk away, her back straight and her head high.
Then she stopped and turned. “Hey,” she called back to the gate. The young guard looked surprised and a bit shocked that she had raised her voice. “The Plumfisher acquisition. You tell them it’s the Plumfisher acquisition all over again, and they should ride tight and count twice.”
The young guard looked offended and confused simultaneously. The old guard frowned and put a hand on his blade.
Tern stepped into the carriage and put the coin purse on the seat beside her. “It was a time when the guild politics turned ugly,” she said to Desidora, “and the nobles tried to play us against each other.”
“Tern.”
“They’ll know what it means. They’ll check security and increase the guard, and—”
“Tern.” Desidora reached out gently and pulled Tern into a hug. “I’m sorry,” and that was when something in Tern’s chest broke and her breath caught and her eyes burned.
“Just get me the hell out of Rossle-Nesef,” Tern said, wiping her eyes, “and buy me a damn good drink later.”

Loch and Icy were climbing over the Westteich estate’s wall when a snowy-white dove flapped past them, settled on a tree branch outside, and shifted into human form.
Ululenia’s dress was still white, but it was cut lower and clung to her more tightly. She rested on the branch with one leg stretched and the other bent, sliding out from a high slit in the hem. Her ash-blond hair was no longer simple and straight but tumbled over one shoulder, covering one eye before falling into lazy, sinuous curls.
“Trouble?” Loch asked, hopping down from the wall and rolling as she landed.
“Nothing I couldn’t handle, Little One.” Ululenia smiled. Her lips were darker than Loch remembered, a rich red that made her bright-white teeth seem sharper.
“Glad to hear it.” Loch looked over as Icy landed beside her. He held up the book as confirmation, and Loch nodded. “Let’s go, before Jyelle catches up.”
“It may take her some time to pull herself together,” Ululenia said, still smiling, and slid down from the tree.

“We want in,” said the Glimmering Man, or the incomprehensible titanic creature working the Glimmering Man like a puppet. “It’s more interesting where you are. Things taste better. We’ve eaten most of the good-tasting things here.”
Hessler coughed. “I’m afraid that the path to my world is blocked,” he said, trying to push aside the way that the thing’s words reverberated in his head, as if for a moment he had thought them himself.
“It is very difficult,” agreed the Glimmering Man. The great mass of shimmering rainbows over pink . . . skin, Hessler decided . . . coiled, then stretched, not like a living creature with muscle and tendons but like oil sliding across a hot pan, and all it once it was around Hessler, as he turned to try to follow the movement. Instead of the strange alien starscape, there were rainbows all around him, shining and shimmering in a great sphere, perhaps twenty or thirty yards across, with just him and the Glimmering Man inside. “The things that make up your world are too heavy. When we touched the core of it, we could not stay ourselves, and we collapsed into nothing.”
“Yes, as I recall, the Glimmering Folk could not come to the ground,” Hessler said, his voice going up in pitch ever so slightly despite himself. “I assume that was one of the reasons you created creatures to fight for you on the ground against the ancients.”
“Yes. The things we made called this place the Shadowlands. And the ancients, the others? Are they still there?” the Glimmering Man asked as the coils around Hessler tightened into a featureless sphere offering no escape. “They tasted different. They came from below, and we came from above.” The words twisted around in Hessler’s head, steadily tightening in his skull. “They made the door for us, and they were very angry when we came through.” As Hessler’s eyes began to pound in time with his own pulse, the Glimmering Man said, “If I made a door, I would be happy with whatever came through. Daemons or ancients or you.”
Hessler’s vision was going dark at the edges. “This is going to make for a fascinating paper,” he said, and flung out a hand, “but I cannot write it if my brain explodes.”
He conjured an illusion of flame, a ball of fire between him and the Glimmering Man.
At least, that had been the intent. What actually happened was that the Glimmering Man’s skin melted, and then went scorched black as the Glimmering Man opened a toothless mouth in a wordless scream. The great massive coils that had formed the sphere around him darted back far faster than something so large should have been able to move, and in a flash, it was over him, or across from him, still vast but not all around anymore.
It roared, shaking the tiny little cord from which the Glimmering Man hung like a man shaking a finger that had been burned on a stove, and its great expanse of skin or scales or slime shifted from pink to gray, and from the great mass of tentacles—Hessler had still not placed any anatomy that he would properly call a face, and he wasn’t even entirely sure about a torso—arose long barbed blades.
“If illusions are reality here,” Hessler said, wiping cold sweat from his brow, “then you should strongly consider leaving me in peace.”
He flung his hands out again, and—
—collapsed upon the street in the middle of Ros-Oanki.
The crowd looked at him in confusion as he got back to his feet, and he heard people murmuring to themselves as he patted himself down and checked to ensure that he was all back. He saw wagons with tarps hung out to sell fruit, crates holding bolts of cloth and weapons, and people, people everywhere, talking and laughing and arguing as they bartered and walked.
There was no question of it being a trick. The great form had barely been able to imitate a human form. A marketplace was out of the question, much less one with dynamic lighting textures, which as an illusionist Hessler understood to be hideously difficult.
A chittering hiss sounded off to his right, out of place in the market, and Hessler turned to see the scorpion he had fought while rescuing Kail’s mother. It stared at him, the bulbous pouches on its carapace glowing and pulsing.
“Not murderer,” it said, and then shadows closed around it, and it was gone.
Hessler shook his head and, for want of any other idea, headed off toward the treeship.




Fourteen
WHERE ARE WE at on the Festival of Excellence?” Pyvic asked Derenky in the main office of the Justicars.
“Construction is actually ahead of schedule, for once,” Derenky said, consulting notes that flickered in the air above his paladin band. “The amphitheater will be done on time, and the fairground is close enough that the guildsmen can throw money at it and make it work.”
“How many are they expecting?” Pyvic asked, keeping his voice casual while he looked at the red band of crystal on Derenky’s arm. It seemed like his old justicar, the polite and political young man with the ready smile and the keen interest in eventually getting Pyvic’s job.
“They expect twenty thousand or more at the opening ceremonies.” Derenky smiled. “That’s spectators only, not counting the athletes, scholars, performers, and visiting dignitaries from the Empire. Most of the spectators will be upper-class merchants and nobles, given the necessity of travel and the cost of tickets, but they plan for a healthy number of working-class attendees as well.”
“Twenty-plus,” Tomlin muttered, shaking his head. “And no local guard, since they’re basically building this over that mine.”
“Cevirt has a Mister Skinner handling security for the event,” Pyvic said, “but I’ll be pushing for a strong justicar presence. If anything goes wrong here, it’ll endanger most of the Republic’s best and brightest.”
Derenky pressed a few buttons on his band. “I’d be happy to lead the security detachment, sir. I’ve cleared my own cases and am only assisting on others at the moment.”
“You cleared your cases?” Pyvic asked in surprise.
“Benefits both mental and physical,” Derenky said, holding up his band. “With this thing, I don’t need nearly as much sleep, and it seems to aid in concentration as well. I really think you should consider getting one, if you can afford it.”
“I’m still used to my calendar being on paper,” Pyvic said wryly, “and in any event, if you’re free, I’ll need you holding things in place up here while I supervise the festival.”
Tomlin clapped Derenky on the shoulder. “Being left in charge, huh? Look at you.”
It hung in the air for just a moment too long.
“That sounds lovely,” Derenky said, sounding a little puzzled, “but I thought that Captain Pyvic had been specifically requested as attaché for the Imperial delegation at the festival. Princess Veiled Lightning requested you by name, sir. So you’ll be there, of course, but likely occupied and unable to give the justicars the attention they need . . .?” He left it hanging like a question. Did Pyvic really care about the justicars?
“Mm, good point.” Pyvic nodded. “I’ll see how Cevirt and Mister Skinner would like to handle it. Anyone got a hot case that needs attention?” He looked around, then nodded. “All right. As you were.”
He stalked back to his office, holding his kahva cup just a bit too tightly.
The ancients, whatever they were, exactly, had returned through a gate in the mine. There was no way that a festival taking place in that same location was just a coincidence. Twenty thousand people, among them the wealthiest and most powerful people in the Republic, all in one place.
A long package wrapped in brown paper sat on Pyvic’s desk, apparently delivered while he was meeting with the others. He tore it open.
A glittering bracer made from red crystal stared at him from the wrapping paper.
“Archvoyant Cevirt messaged me on his band,” Derenky said from behind him. “He asked me to tell you that this was compliments of the Voyancy.”
“Generous of him.” Pyvic didn’t pick it up.
“Perhaps now you’ll actually make it to the cabinet meetings on time,” Derenky said with a little chuckle. “Do you need help putting it on?”
“No,” said Pyvic, “I’m fine.”
“Well,” said Derenky, smiling, “let’s see it. I can add you to my list of trusted contacts. We’ll get your calendar synced up and everything.”
Pyvic frowned at the band. “Looks complicated, and I’d rather not spend the rest of the day learning how it works. I’ll take a look at it tonight.”
Behind Pyvic, Derenky stepped fully into the office and closed the door behind him.
“As you . . . It’s really not that difficult, sir,” Derenky said, and his voice went just a tiny bit off in a way that Pyvic would never have noticed had he not been listening for it. “You should really put it on now.”
Pyvic sighed. “Derenky never gives orders,” he said as he turned around.
Derenky shook his head, a smile still crossing his freckled face. “He’ll learn.”
He shouldered past Pyvic, grabbed the paladin band, and reached for Pyvic’s wrist with his free hand.
Pyvic pulled back from the grab, let Derenky step in toward him, and lunged in with a punch that would have floored Derenky under normal circumstances.
This Derenky rolled with it, spun, and used the spin to build power for a kick that caught Pyvic in the chest and slammed him into the wall behind him.
“They weren’t sure how much you knew,” Derenky said as Pyvic pushed himself back to his feet. “Derenky just thinks you’ve lost focus, that you’re grieving for your criminal girlfriend. He thinks he can convince Cevirt to push you into extended personal leave and take your place.” He grinned. “The tiny little man.”
“So you weren’t controlling him the whole time,” Pyvic said. “Good to know.” He came in swinging.
Derenky blocked the punch easily, took the next punch on his arm, and countered with a low uppercut that took the wind out of Pyvic’s gut. “Don’t get your hopes up,” he said, sweeping Pyvic’s legs out from under him. “Derenky only needs a little voice in the back of his mind. A little nudge now and then, a few minutes he thinks he was lost in thought while I got a few things done. You are a different story.” He knelt down beside Pyvic and dragged the captain’s right arm up and across his knee, locking it at the elbow so that he could break it with the slightest pressure. “The poor bastard who drives you will have to take over full-time, which means that you, Justicar Captain Pyvic, go away.”
Pyvic fought, but there was no way he could break free considering Derenky’s hold and newfound strength. “Figured you’d want to be in charge all the time,” he muttered as he struggled.
Derenky sniffed. “Why would I possibly want to manage every aspect of this sack of meat’s life? I have real work to do.” He lifted Pyvic’s paladin band with his hand. “Good-bye, Pyvic. Enjoy oblivion.”
“Same to you,” Pyvic said, and brought out the charm he’d slipped from his pocket as he struggled. As Derenky’s eyes widened, he smashed it to the ground, shattering it, and a wave of pale-blue light washed across the room.
“. . . wish, though turning down a gift from the archvoyant seems . . .” Derenky said in his normal voice, and then trailed to a halt. “What in Ael-meseth’s name?”
“Elf charm. Interferes with most crystal-based magic.” Pyvic pulled himself from Derenky’s grasp. The man sat back, looking around in confusion. “Expensive as hell and illegal on Heaven’s Spire, but I got one anyway after those golems we fought a few months back.”
“I . . .” Derenky looked at Pyvic, and then at the paladin band he held in his hand, and then at his own band. “Mind control, sir?”
“Looks like.”
Derenky lurched back, dropped the band he was holding, and tore the other from his wrist. “I haven’t taken it off since I got it.” He put it on the table and backed away slowly. “I almost took it off when I bathed, but then I just . . . decided not to.” He looked over at Pyvic. “I could still be compromised. Protocol suggests I should be imprisoned and examined.”
“Protocol suggests I shouldn’t have had a damned elf charm on Heaven’s Spire,” Pyvic said. “You want to sit in a cell, or do you want to stop the bastards who did this from doing it to everyone else?”
Derenky swallowed. His fists clenched and unclenched a few times.
Then he tore his blade from its sheath and brought the pommel down hard on the paladin band that sat on Pyvic’s desk. “Oh damn, sir,” he called out as the band cracked. “I hope they have a good return policy!”
Pyvic smiled. “What a shame. Now, there’s someone I think might appreciate everything we can tell her about the Festival of Excellence.”

They gathered in the main dining room of Captain Thelenea’s treeship. Hessler sat on a low moss-covered couch with a somewhat-clingy and two-fruity-drinks-in-on-an-empty-stomach Tern. Dairy was distributing drinks as Kail poured them at the bar, with Desidora at the bar sipping a white wine with ice. Ululenia, surprisingly in human form tonight, sat at a table nearby and nursed what looked like expensive liquor, her dress still clingy and her hair still tumbling down in sultry blond curls like the hopes of a good girl in a bad city. Icy, still drinking his customary tea, sat across from her.
“All right,” Loch said, and held up her wineglass. “We can—” She broke off and looked at the wineglass. “This is red.”
A polite cough from the doorway made Loch look over. Captain Thelenea gave Loch a dry smile. “As we are not currently in the Elflands, I opted to pick up drinks you uncultured heathens like, including a decent red.”
“My respect for your dedication as a host,” Loch said, raising the glass in a toast, “outweighs even my disapproval of your taste in wine.”
“The tannins make our crystals itch,” Thelenea said.
“And now I just feel like an asshole,” Loch said. “Thank you for the drinks.”
“Irrethelathlialann’s last message before he went silent indicated that the Elflands is strongly considering retreat if the ancients reestablish themselves in force.” The elven captain grimaced. “I would prefer to avoid that. Unless I am invited to help elsewhere in the Elflands, I would be honored to fly you anywhere that might help.”
“Appreciate it.” As Thelenea nodded and left, Loch turned to Kail. “First off, your mother.”
“Fine and out of the public eye,” Kail said, nodding.
“Nicely done, and you were right.”
“I wasn’t gonna make you say it in front of everyone, Captain.”
“We also stumbled into some surprising additional information when the scorpion banished me to the realm of the Glimmering Folk,” Hessler added. “Apparently the ancients opened the gate to the Shadowlands—the home of the Glimmering Folk. Given the Glimmering Folk’s inability to touch the ground—also confirmed—I believe that whatever gate they created must have been at Heaven’s Spire. I’m not certain that helps us, of course . . .”
“You got back alive,” Tern said firmly, holding his arm. “That’s what matters. We’ve got each other.”
“I’m sorry about your parents,” Hessler added.
“Damn it, Diz, stop telling him what to say! You’re not even supposed to be a love priestess right now!” Tern finished the rest of her drink, withdrew a small wooden cocktail sword, and pointed at Kail. “Hit me.”
“Any piece of the puzzle is a good piece,” Loch said to Hessler. Desidora had hinted strongly that Tern should get a pass on most of this meeting. “And it fits with what we found here,” she added, holding up the book she’d stolen from Westteich’s estate. “These are notes from the Westteich family, passed down for centuries. Hessler has been reading it for anything that could tell us how to destroy their gate. What have you found?”
“The brief version,” Hessler said, “is that the ancients came to this realm from their own, and, well, the Westteich family says that they led humanity to a noble golden age—”
“Enslaved ’em,” Tern said, still holding Hessler’s arm.
Hessler nodded. “That is the most likely conclusion, yes. The Westteichs were apparently high-ranking servants in the Old Kingdom, and after the fall of the ancients, the Westteich family was one of the first to press for exploration of what would eventually become the Republic. They established themselves here specifically to prepare for and assist with the ancients’ return—hence maintaining the Forge of the Ancients, to recapture magical energy that had gone astray.”
“Charming,” Ululenia muttered.
“Oh, sorry, that was their phrase, not mine.” Hessler coughed. “In any event—”
“This was the short version?” Kail asked.
“In any event,” Hessler repeated, glaring at Kail, “even the Westteichs don’t have complete information on what happened, but they believe the ancients came here to expand their power and hunt for more resources. Most conquests boil down to resource distribution, with ideology a simple shorthand used to impress upon the lower class the—ow, sorry, yes, short version,” he added, nursing his shin and glaring at Tern. “They brought or created dwarves to mine the crystals, elves to work with the crystals, and Urujar for agricultural labor. They created Heaven’s Spire as a mobile capital city, and at some point on the Spire, probably looking for more worlds to conquer, they created the gate through which the Glimmering Folk entered. The resulting war destabilized the Republic and introduced hostile creatures, and the ancients appear to have decided that the danger of the Glimmering Folk was too great to remain in this world. Thus their retreat, after doing all that they could to limit the Glimmering Folk’s access to this plane.”
“And when they left,” Desidora added, “they used their magic to create someone who could fight the remaining agents of the Glimmering Folk and, if successful, reopen the gate at Sunrise Canyon and allow them back into this world.”
Dairy lifted a glass of milk in silent salute.
“Wow, is anyone here not a direct or indirect creation of the ancients?” Kail asked. “I mean, they brought us over, Ululenia came from their leftover energy, Dairy’s their kid, sort of . . . I guess Hessler and his illusion magic are from the Glimmering Folk more than the ancients?”
“Hey, Dairy, both our parents are assholes,” Tern said, and clinked glasses with him.
“All right,” Loch said. “That gets us some of the why. It doesn’t tell us how to shut down the ancients’ gate, though, and that’s what we care about.”
“Actually, it does,” Hessler said brightly. “In the Westteich book, they counted their fortune in how the Glimmering Folk were largely driven from the world and the gate closed. The main problem was that as long as any one Glimmering Folk . . . thing . . . was present, it could draw others through. If the gate that first let the Glimmering Folk through had remained open, they would have overrun the . . . well, not the world, but the sky, at least. The ancients could only close the gate because it had been created on their side.”
Desidora grimaced. “That’s why I couldn’t hurt the gate the ancients came through.”
Hessler nodded. “Exactly. It was created on their side, so even though it appears to exist in our reality, you are always looking at an illusion of it, a sort of mirror image from their world. It can only truly be closed or destroyed on their end.”
Loch nodded. “That brings us to what Pyvic sent me about the Festival of Excellence. The ancients are using the celebration to cover up the fact that they’re doing major modifications on the mine and building massive structures right on top of it.”
Tern nodded and held up her drink. “That works with what we’ve got. They’ve built a giant amphitheater, and going by the Lapitemperum information, it’s covering a transmitter from the processing chamber. Right now, any energy they beam out of there would just fly up into the sky, which I suspect is not the end goal.”
“Heaven’s Spire will be floating right over Sunrise Canyon for the Festival of Excellence,” Loch said.
Desidora frowned. “So whatever magic they’re gathering goes from the processing center to Heaven’s Spire, and then . . . what? Is it charging Heaven’s Spire to be used as a weapon again? Or opening their gate wider?”
“Or something worse we haven’t even considered,” Kail added, and poured another drink.
“But we don’t need to worry about that,” Loch said, smiling, “because they aren’t going to do it. Instead, we’re going to use Heaven’s Spire to close the ancients’ gate.”
“I thought it could only be closed from their side,” Tern said, blinking.
“Correct.” Loch raised a finger. “What convinced the ancients to leave our world and close the gate last time?”
Hessler coughed. “The Glimmering Folk? Your plan is to allow the Glimmering Folk to return to this world? Perhaps I was not sufficiently clear when I described their intention to eat all of us.”
“Actually, I kind of assumed that was one of your metaphors,” Kail said, “like the ninety-one seconds thing.”
“Not the actual Glimmering Folk,” Loch said, pointing at Hessler. “But if we can find the gate, which we know has to be on Heaven’s Spire . . .”
“Since the Glimmering Folk can’t make contact with the ground, and Ambassador Bi’ul only ever appeared on Heaven’s Spire, yes, that was assumed,” Hessler said.
“. . . and if a very talented death priestess could make the ancients think it had been opened,” Loch went on, grinning, “while a very talented illusionist did whatever he could to reinforce that opinion . . .”
“So we’re running the Phantom Pox,” Kail said. Loch and Tern nodded. Most of the rest of the room looked confused. “We can’t get rid of the ancients ourselves, so we fake something bad enough that they run like hell and slam the door behind them.”
“The magical energy necessary to mimic the Glimmering Folk will be staggering.” Hessler frowned. “And that assumes Desidora and I can actually get to Heaven’s Spire in the first place.”
“And while you’re doing that,” Loch said, “the rest of us will be at the festival, making sure that the ancients don’t actually do whatever it is they’re trying to do.”
“With the crowds, we may slip in as the small fish in the white water,” Ululenia said.
“Except that the white water is full of bears.” Kail jerked his chin at Loch. “Whole thing is going to be locked down even tighter than it was when we were there before. When we hit the place, we flew an airship in there and knocked out a wall. The canyon is crawling with guards and wards now, if what Pyvic sent down is accurate, plus all the additional security they’ve got for the delegates from the Empire. No way we talk our way in now.”
“Kail is right.” Desidora sipped her wine, set it down, and smiled. “Except that thanks to our lovely Tern—”
“Yes, I’m a valuable special person, thank you. It doesn’t work when I know it’s pity praise.”
“—we have information from the Lapitemperum on how their security is set up, what wards are in place, and also how the ancients used transport runes in the middle of ambient magical energy without causing an explosion.” Desidora smiled.
“Nicely done. Can you crack the wards?” Loch asked.
Tern shook her head. “Nope. Rotating aural signature, stronger than anything I’ve ever seen and layered with redundancies so that if anyone goes all death priestessy to suck all that magical energy away and turn it into bolts of lightning, the grid sounds an alarm and also blasts the hell out of Diz.”
“Most of the recent changes were authorized by a Mister Lively, who has no activity listed in the Lapitemperum until a week or so ago. They appear to have learned from my first visit to Sunrise Canyon,” Desidora said with a little glare. “However, the wards themselves are limited to the perimeter. If we transport in via runes, using the same aural frequency the ancients used, we can bypass them entirely.”
“And Heaven’s Spire has transport runes,” Tern said, “which I know, since I was fixing them myself a few months ago.”
“Once we’re in,” Loch said, “the easiest way to the gate is through the new amphitheater and into the competitor’s wing, where all the people competing for glory and a free paladin band are housed. What’s the security there?”
“Identification badges,” Desidora said, “using an extremely friable crystal matrix and an implanted image of the owner. Again, almost impossible to fake, and any modification will most likely destroy them. We’ll need to get real badges and have Hessler modify whoever goes in to match the badge picture.”
“I’m assuming that the competitor’s wing is shielded from the ambient magic that flooded the mine?” Hessler asked. “Layering a glamour over someone would burn their skin off, otherwise.”
“Yes and no,” Tern said. “The ambient magic is decreasing, as far as we can tell. Maybe from what they’re doing to gather the energy, maybe from something else they’re doing to suppress it, I don’t know. But yes, they’re still locking the whole place off. They also added new locks to the big door on the processing center. It’s dwarven. I can do it, but it’s dwarven, so it won’t be fast.” She sighed. “They’ve also got dwarves and elves in the mine now. All the human miners are gone. From what we got from the Lapitemperum, it’s dwarves doing the mining, elves working the processing center. Just like old times.”
“So. Heaven’s Spire. Transport rune to the event,” Loch said, “lift badges and pass through the competitor’s wing, distraction or stealth to give Tern time to crack the vault door and stop whatever the ancients are doing. Up on Heaven’s Spire, Desidora and Hessler prep the illusion of the Glimmering Folk returning. It goes off, the ancients panic and run, good-bye gate.”
“Only question now is how we sneak onto Heaven’s Spire,” Kail said. “Because you know nothing good happens when we try to sneak onto Heaven’s Spire.”
Loch shrugged. “This treeship can outrun any airship in the Republic. If there’s anything that can get us up there alive—”
“You mean past the flamecannons that they haven’t taken down from when they picked another damn fight with the Empire?” Kail asked.
“You ran it with Iofegemet,” Loch pointed out.
“And Iofegemet had clearance from inside help and still also got shot down, may she rest in peace,” Kail said, bowing his head briefly. “Captain, we can’t just run it. If Pyvic can clear a ship, maybe—”
“We can’t trust that Pyvic has the leeway to help us without being detected,” Loch said grimly.
“I have a suggestion,” Icy said.
Loch looked over with some surprise, as did everyone else.
“All right, Icy, hit me,” Loch said after a moment.
Icy sipped his tea, closed his eyes, swallowed, and said, “After our first adventure on Heaven’s Spire, I asked Tern to use her contacts to gather information on my behalf.”
“Oh, Icy, no,” Tern said.
“Among her findings was a ship made from black crystal,” Icy went on, “capable of becoming invisible and bypassing standard wards for covert entry. Such a ship would allow us to reach Heaven’s Spire undetected.”
“No, seriously, Icy,” Tern said.
“Sounds good,” Loch said, nodding and ignoring the increasingly tipsy Tern. “Where’s the ship?”
Icy put his teacup down, folded his hands, and looked at Loch, which was when she got it. “Presumably still with your sister, former First Blade of Archvoyant Silestin.”

The Paladin Club had opened recently on Heaven’s Spire. An old kahva-house had been purchased and demolished with impressive speed, and a large multistory building had been built to replace it, bypassing the normal permit application process thanks to a great deal of money and a great number of friends. The brownstone building reflected tasteful wealth and was furnished to look classically respectable in the way that only new money can.
As expected from the name, membership in the club was contingent upon purchase of a paladin band. The first floor held athletic facilities suitable for the wealthiest members of the Republic, where paladins could exercise, train, and spar to the fullest of their newly enhanced abilities. The second floor held an impressive bar, a number of reading areas where mute elven servants brought kahva or tea as needed, and discreet private bedrooms for paladins interested in finding new uses for their enhanced stamina.
The third floor was where actual work got done.
Lesaguris sat at a table whose stained-wood top was inlaid with gold edging and whose bowed legs ended in dragon-head feet. He faced the window, and from his custom-made elf-leather office chair, he had a perfect view of the thriving city of Heaven’s Spire. His city.
This evening, that view was blocked by Misters Skinner, Lively, and Slant, as well as Archvoyant Cevirt and former Archvoyant Bertram. Skinner, Lively, and Slant sat around the table, while Cevirt and Bertram stood attentively. Bertram held Ghylspwr, of course, and wore a fake band that had allowed him entrance.
“Progress on the Festival of Excellence?” Lesaguris asked, taking a sip of expensive bourbon.
“The optics are good,” Slant said, and fiddled with his band to call up some numbers. “Demand for tickets has outstripped top seating capacity, and with the upgrades to the puppeteers and their shows, we’ll have it on glamour-screens across the Republic. We’re still going back and forth on the Republic anthem as the opening number, and, I know, I know, patriotic, but it doesn’t zing.”
“Lack of zinging noted,” Lesaguris said. “Other concerns?”
“The main dance performance uses most of the paladin athletes and performers,” Slant said, pressing more buttons on his band, “and that does zing, but it’s also eighty percent men. If we had more female paladins, it’d play better.”
“We’ve been over this.” Skinner shook his head. “I’m damn sick of adding women for gimmicks!”
“But it plays better,” Slant insisted. “You want something mined, you make a dwarf, right? You want some crystals adjusted, you make an elf? Well, I want every red-blooded young man in the Republic paying attention and thinking about everything and everyone he could do if he were a paladin, and that means I need some pretty fresh-faced girls bouncing around—”
“It’s hardly the same,” Lively cut in. “The elves and dwarves are tools. Every female paladin is one of our people stuck riding a woman. Would you want to ride a woman, Slant?”
“Besyn larveth’is,” Ghylspwr said angrily.
“You know what I mean,” Lively shot back, rolling his eyes. “Disgusting biological bits aside, they’re seen as lesser, as targets, by too many of the males. Our people deserve to ride predators, not prey.”
“I’m talking about the optics,” Slant said with a hurt look.
“Bad enough we’ve got Urujar wearing them. Might as well be putting a band on a farm animal,” Skinner muttered, and glanced over at Cevirt. “Right?”
“I’m happy to serve in whatever capacity you need, sir,” Cevirt said with a polite smile. “Once the festival is done, though, I wouldn’t say no to a transfer to another thrall.”
“Right.” Lesaguris tapped the table, and everyone went silent. “Slant, you get your girls. Cevirt, new scholarship deal for gifted young women, women are the backbone of the Republic, and so on?”
“Of course, sir.” Cevirt nodded.
“Once the festival is over, Slant, I want a story about possible concerns for older women using the bands. Something concerning but not terrible.”
“Dangers during pregnancy,” Skinner said. “Or maybe it’s harder to get pregnant?”
Slant pointed at Skinner. “Oh yes, that will play. They do anything for their babies.”
“Kun-kabynalti osu fuir’is!” Ghylspwr snapped.
“Calm your spark.” Skinner snorted. “The bands won’t actually mess up their breeding.”
“Good.” Lesaguris nodded. “You get your dancing girls, and our people don’t have to worry about riding them when they’re old and fat. Skinner, the mine and processing center?”
“Elves and dwarves are fully controlled,” Skinner said proudly. “Surprised the Republic didn’t think to use them before. Still have the Hunter golems investigating the kobolds, though,” he added with a frown. “Don’t want that trash affecting the work.”
“Are they altering the energy balance?” Lively asked. “If you need me to—”
“No, no.” Skinner waved. “We’re fine.” Lively raised his hands in mock surrender.
“Stay on it,” Lesaguris said. “Lively, anything new on the bands?”
“I’ve got a new update to the core energy matrix rolling out tomorrow morning,” Lively said, tapping his own band. “It fixes a few small issues in the messaging program and adds route planning into the map system. It also digs a bit deeper into the host’s head, which should make it easier for our people to access memories and offer subconscious suggestions that are true to the host’s behavior.”
“And there are no problems using the crystals on the underside of Heaven’s Spire for broadcasting?” Slant asked. “I’m amazed they’re still functional, with what the humans did to them while we were gone.”
“And what they’re still doing,” Lively added. “It’d be easier if we killed off that little prison they have on the underside and switched over to golems.”
“In time,” Lesaguris said, smiling. “We need people to have faith in Heaven’s Spire right now, and we can’t do that if we have another accident that causes it to kill a bunch of people.”
“I know, I know.” Lively grinned. “I’m just saying. And despite the prisoners and their idiotic brooms, we’re good for the festival. No concerns.”
“Son of a bitch,” Lesaguris said, looking to his people with a surprised smile. “We might actually get this thing done. Now if my pet Westteich can bring down the Urujar woman who’s been kicking us in the shins, we’ll be perfect.”
Everyone smiled back, except for Bertram. Lesaguris wished Ghylspwr would take a little more active control of the man, but it was a small annoyance in an otherwise good day.

Captain Thelenea stayed out of the way until the yelling was done. As a soldier, she understood that arguments were sometimes necessary, but elves did not have the mental fortitude to handle such emotional outbursts for long.
When it was over, Captain Loch came to her and asked her to fly them to the Lochenville family estate. She even phrased it properly, noting it as something she would like rather than giving an order. While Thelenea had been outside the Elflands often enough to tolerate being given an order without flying into a rage, it was refreshing to see a human who respected elven values.
Thelenea had her people set course for the barony of Lochenville. Among other elves, “orders” were given by the captain stating that it was necessary for the ship to travel to a location. The navigator would then volunteer to set the appropriate course, while the senior druid would volunteer to tend the treeship’s magical leaves and ensure good speed. Human airship sailors would sometimes suggest that this was functionally identical to giving orders, a remark that had led to more than one good-quality tavern fight in Thelenea’s career.
But they were not orders. It was different. The implication was that even a human sailor would not know what to do, or worse, would choose not to do what was necessary, unless given a direct order. Elves, meanwhile, respected each other too much to claim ownership or mastery. When something was deemed necessary by one in a position of respect, elves did not need to be ordered around. They naturally volunteered to do what was necessary for the group as a whole to accomplish its objective.
Alone in her cabin, Captain Thelenea opened a small wooden box in which glittering magical spores hummed and waited.
“I am taking her to Lochenville estate,” she said, and the spores hummed, pulsed with warm green light as they captured her words, and then went dark as the message was sent.
Whatever was necessary for the group.




Fifteen
A
FEW DAYS later, the treeship reached the barony of Lochenville.
Loch stood by Ululenia at the railing as her family’s land flew by far below them. There was the river that marked the border of the barony, cutting through the forest where Ululenia had periodically appeared to do business with her father. From this high, the trees looked like a rough green carpet, and the river was a silver wire catching the late-afternoon light.
“I thought we had another day,” she said. “Still not used to how fast the treeships move.”
“The elves would be a formidable force if they wished,” Ululenia said, holding the railing with both hands as though drawing strength from it. “Their druids have magic far stronger than mine.”
Loch looked down at the tiny bridge where she had once practiced diving into the river. “Always thought you had the nature magic because you were something like a nature spirit.”
Ululenia smiled. “We are as the chameleon in the grass, Little One. The ancient device that failed and weakened was in the middle of a forest, and so I came into being there, and saw what was around me, and thought in my innocence that it was what I should be.” She put a hand on Loch’s shoulder. “You, I believe, are the reverse.”
“Maybe.” Loch looked at the long grassy field where she had learned to ride. The farmers had taken a few more acres for crops. Her father wouldn’t have allowed that.
The estate itself came into view as the treeship came over a final hill that was really a small mountain, tall enough that the treeship had to divert course to go around it. Lochenville was a great castle once ringed by an old moat that Loch’s father had drained and filled in, leaving only different-colored stone to mark where water had once been. Around the castle, a town had sprung up, called Lochenville as well for simplicity.
Loch looked down at the sturdy town houses and simple shops, thickest around the road that led to the main gates. When Loch had fled to join the army, the buildings had ended in a huge open-air market that served as a fairground when traveling performers came to play. The circular market was still there, but it was ringed entirely by buildings now, and stones had been laid down over the dirt she remembered. She remembered digging rocks out from where she’d scraped her knees falling on that dirt, and wondered where the kids played these days.
“It has grown,” Ululenia observed.
“Things do that.”
“You have not been back since you left to join the war?”
“No.” She remembered the cold predawn air and the unfamiliar weight of the pack on her back. It was filled with several days’ worth of food, pen and paper, all the money she had saved, and a letter from Cevirt that she was supposed to deliver to the recruiter. It had seemed so heavy, the straps tight around her arms as she quietly made her way to the stables for the ride her father had ordered her not to make. “No, I was stationed too far away to visit on leave, and then Silestin framed me, and he owned the land.”
“You still would have had friends,” Ululenia pointed out.
“Friends who would have gotten in trouble for helping me.” Loch grinned and looked over at her. “As we’ve seen.”
“And because you left to prove yourself,” Ululenia added, “you could hardly return home with an enemy who had beaten you.”
“Were you always this shrewd,” Loch asked, “or is this a new part of you being evil?”
Ululenia smiled back and put a finger to the railing again, and a tiny flower sprouted and bloomed under her touch. “How will you approach your sister, Little One?”
In a way, Loch was glad someone had finally asked. “I will appeal to our sisterhood and hope that she will help.”
Ululenia blinked. “I see.”
“It’s either that or open with, ‘Hi, remember how you tried to kill me while working for the guy who killed our parents, but then I took you down and had the chance to kill you, and I didn’t take it?’” Loch consciously stood straighter, aware that she’d begun to tense up. “I don’t know what I’m going to say. I have to play it by how she reacts.” And she’d thought they’d had another day, or at least had been telling herself that.
An airship landing field was set up outside the town. It was empty, and the treeship settled down smoothly into the field, coming to rest with a nearly imperceptible little bump.
Loch met Captain Thelenea at the gangplank. “Captain.”
“Captain.” Thelenea smiled. “Would it help you if I had us remain here until you were certain that you had another means of transportation?”
“I would appreciate that greatly.” Loch offered her hand, and Thelenea took it. “I will send someone back to report our progress, one way or another. If I don’t see you again, thank you.”
“May you hunt well,” Thelenea said in reply, and Loch nodded and headed into town.
“If I am not needed,” Ululenia said, “I will visit the forest.” She walked off, a pale woman in a pale dress, and shimmered into her natural form at the edge of the woods. The others followed behind Loch. She knew they were there, but kept her eyes on the town as she walked in and then through.
The roads were indeed paved now, and in good shape. A wagon rolled in from the main highway, and Loch heard the horses’ hooves clopping on good-quality stones. The townsfolk, many Urujar but some white as well, nodded as she approached. Lochenville was big enough to have merchants’ wagons ringing the market, but small enough for the people to notice them coming.
An old Urujar man was playing a jaunty tune on a six-stringed vihuela on the main stage of the market square while a puppeteers’ wagon set up the stage behind him. He had played in the predinner hours ever since Loch could remember, his old fingers plucking and strumming songs that the townsfolk likely did not even consciously hear anymore.
“I have some ideas for how to deal with the ambient magic at Sunrise Canyon, now that I’ve seen it,” Hessler said. “I’ll need to pick up a few things.” Loch nodded, and he went off toward the stalls with Dairy in tow.
“You going to be okay?” Tern asked.
Loch smiled. “I’ll be fine.”
“You’ve saved the Republic twice,” she said with a little more intensity than was really called for, “and you have nothing to be ashamed of.”
“Thanks,” Loch said. “I appre—and we’re hugging? We’re hugging.” She patted Tern on the back. “Thanks, Tern.”
“All right, I’ve got stuff to get too,” Tern said, and disentangled herself from Loch. She walked off toward where Hessler was at the market stalls.
“She means well,” Icy said, and Loch nodded and smiled as he followed Tern.
Loch reached the estate’s gates soon after. The late-afternoon shadows stretched from the town buildings almost to the walls, making it seem quieter than it really was. The gates were open, and the guards chatted with townsfolk who walked by.
They stopped as she approached, and one of them, a young white woman, called, “Good afternoon. You have business inside?”
As Loch opened her mouth to respond, the other guard, an Urujar woman whose tight curls had gone completely white and whose face was lined with both wrinkles and scars, cut in. “Isafesira? Aitha, is that you? They said some crazy military man had killed you at a peace conference with the Empire.”
“They say a lot of things, Yeshki.” Loch turned to Kail and Desidora. “Tahla, this is Kail, who served with me in the war, and Desidora, who’s working with us now. Kail and Desidora, this is Tahla. She taught me how to use a sword.”
“A few lessons, when your father wasn’t looking,” Tahla said, grinning, “since his little girl was going to cut her own foot off on the downswing if someone didn’t help her.” It had been more than a few lessons, and Loch clasped hands with her gladly. “Look at you, all grown up. Your mother and father would be so proud.”
“How is Naria?” Loch asked, and Tahla’s smile softened around the edges.
“Your parents would be proud of her too,” she said. “Lochenville has done well under her.” Tahla gestured for Loch to come inside. “She is busy with some nobles who arrived today. Perhaps if you waited in the water garden?”
“The reports all said she was dead,” the young guard said. “We should at least use an illusion-ward charm to . . .” She withered under Tahla’s steady stare.
“Yeshki, I don’t mind,” said Loch.
Tahla sighed. Then her hand went to the hilt of the blade at her hip. “Strike.”
Her blade hissed from its sheath with a crosscut that would have taken Loch across the gut had she not gotten her walking stick up. Moving to the side, Tahla stabbed low, then high, stepping in as Loch parried. She stomped at Loch’s foot, then shouldered in as Loch lifted her foot to avoid the stomp.
Loch had ended up on the ground countless times as Tahla had taught her that dirty little trick. This time, she stepped aside, letting Tahla move past her, and tapped the older woman on the back with her walking stick. “Dead,” she said as the wooden stick plinked off Tahla’s armor.
“Dead?” Tahla snorted as she sheathed her blade, ignoring the young guard’s confused protestations. “Not with this armor, Aitha. I taught you to go for the head.”
“My father taught me to respect my elders, Yeshki,” Loch shot back. “Besides, if I knocked you senseless, nobody would be awake to remember me.” She brought her stick back to the ground, leaning on it casually, and turned to the young guard. “If you would like to use your illusion-ward charm, I have no objections.”
“That, ah, won’t be necessary,” the guard said, and waved Loch, Kail, and Desidora in.
Tahla walked alongside them as they came into the small but nicely maintained Lochenville estate. Some of the sculptures on the front lawn could have sat in any noble’s garden, comprised of bronze goddesses and old heroes. Other figures had been commissioned in bronze and marble, but were done in the old Urujar style, simplified forms with long, smooth limbs and gentle curves.
As a girl, Loch had argued with her mother about them. The old statues had been made from wood or clay, and Loch had said it was disrespectful to use the materials of the people who had enslaved the Urujar to make Urujar art.
She remembered her mother’s wry smile and sighed.
“You all right, Captain?” Kail asked.
“Just thinking back to when I was young and stupid, Kail.”
Desidora smiled at Loch with eyes that looked older than her years—not in a death-priestess way, but in a way that all good priests eventually learn to cultivate. “Tern sees you and her as similar, escaping your home and having to come back. But you didn’t want to leave, did you?”
“I wanted to serve my country,” Loch said.
Tahla laughed. “You wanted adventure, Aitha.”
“And that.” Loch grinned at her, then turned back to Desidora. “But had Silestin not framed me, killed my family, stolen the land . . . I would’ve come back.”
“You’re back now,” Tahla said, and Desidora nodded.
Loch was back. She would wait in the garden, as a guest.
The water garden was a great pool of waist-deep water where brightly colored fish swam in slow, peaceful circles. Water lilies covered much of its surface, their white-and-purple petals glowing in the slanting light of the late afternoon, and little wooden bridges arched between marble platforms set with benches and chairs for quiet reflection. Columns shaped like tumbled stone rose from each platform to block the sight lines. Some piped water out in artful streams or bubbling cascades, and all were wreathed in flowering vines, as were the ropes that connected the columns to create a gentle bower that kept the worst of the hot summer sun off the garden.
Tahla led them across several little bridges and stopped at one platform with a long bench and a small chair. “If you will wait here, Isafesira, I will tell Naria you are here. It will not be long.”
“Thank you.” Loch nodded, and Tahla made her way across the bridges to the white steps that led inside the manor.
“Your home is lovely,” Desidora said, settling down on one of the benches. Kail sat beside her.
Loch sat as well. “It was a good place to grow up.” The falling water had left the air misty, a pleasant change in the hot weather, and she closed her eyes for a moment to let the cool breeze kiss her face.
“Yeah, my water garden was a mudhole at the edge of town,” Kail said, and then started as a great splash sounded behind him.
Loch smiled and pointed, without opening her eyes, at a long wooden tube that was dumping a huge sheet of water down behind them. “Water clock,” she said. “It’s set at an angle, and when it gets full enough, precisely at every half hour, it will tip over and pour the water out.”
“. . . kind of stupid garden has sudden noises,” Kail muttered, settling back down.
“You are all right?” Desidora asked Loch.
Loch nodded, forced a smile. “It’ll be a better reunion than the last time I saw her. Ideally, we won’t be trying to kill each other.”
“That why are your knuckles white on your stick, Captain?” Kail asked.
Loch put the walking stick down in the unoccupied chair. “Thank you, Kail.”
They waited in silence for a time. The water clock emptied again, prompting Kail to swear. Loch stood up, eyes shut, smelling the flowers on the vines, remembering.
Finally, she opened her eyes at the sound of booted feet coming down the stairs. Tahla waved for her to come in, and Loch turned to Kail and Desidora. “I shouldn’t be long.”
“Good luck, Captain.” Kail tossed her a lazy salute.
Loch left her walking stick in the chair and crossed the bridges to get to the stairs. She met Tahla’s smile with her own as they walked up and into the manor.
Naria had left the interior furnishings the same as when Loch’s parents had been alive. Classic paintings and tapestries sat in the hallways, and sitting rooms were furnished with Urujar rope art and statues—these in the authentic clay and wood that young Isafesira de Lochenville had approved of. While the rooms were richly carpeted, the hallway floors were bare. It had been a compromise between her mother, who loved to dig her toes into the soft rugs, and her father, who had liked the sound of his heels clicking on the stone.
Tahla brought Loch not to a sitting room, but to the receiving hall where guests first met the family. White marble tiles were inlaid with malachite that twined vinelike across their surface, and a golden pattern scrolled across the entirety of the floor, drawing the eye to the raised dais where a single throne sat, lined with velvet and decorated with crystals at the arms and back.
Naria de Lochenville looked down at Loch from the throne, a pretty young woman in a dusky orange gown that brought out the golden tones of her own skin. Her eyes were covered with crystal lenses, a legacy from the same attack that had killed Loch’s parents.
The last time she and Loch had met, Loch had crushed the lenses under the heel of her boot after Naria’s failed attempt to kill her. Loch supposed Naria had picked up new ones.
Loch walked in silence to where the gold scrollwork pattern on the floor ended, just before the steps to the dais. Guards stood on either side of the steps, holding great ornamental halberds and with far more practical blades at their hips.
Loch looked up at Naria, who had said nothing.
“Baroness de Lochenville,” Loch said, and bowed low.
She rose from her bow to the sound of light laughter.
“Oh, Isa,” said her sister, smiling brightly from the throne, “you have no idea how long I have waited to hear you say that.”

Ululenia walked through the forest that had once been hers.
She felt every living creature that ran or swam or flew or crawled, and her hooves left no prints in the soft turf. The great trees were thick with leaves, and all around her was life, growing and changing and fighting and failing but trying nevertheless.
Once, these woods had given her peace.
She reached for that peace, reached for what had once been here for her, as she came to a little stream where water splashed merrily over a fallen log.
And found an intruder.
Idrienesae, Ululenia said, and her horn flared as she pulled upon the ties of magic and life that ran through everything nearby, most especially the trees.
One tree, a great thick old monster whose leafy branches grabbed at the sunlight, split open with a low crack, and a small figure tumbled out, a slender, feminine foot-tall form in a short dress, with rainbow wings like a dragonfly’s glowing at her back.
“Ululenia, I didn’t think you would mind,” the pixie said, her little piping voice coming fast, “because you were gone, and the ancients were coming and I needed to be somewhere different, somewhere not where I was, and your woods were farther away, and you were not here or I would have asked, but we were friends so I thought you would welcome me.”
But then I came back, Ululenia said, and turned toward Idrienesae, and still you hid from me.
“It had been so long since I had seen you that I was not certain you would remember me, Ululenia, you know how we are, and I am small and do not remember very much at all to arching ardor, bejeweled bosom.” The little pixie stumbled and shook her head.
Why are you lying? Ululenia asked, her voice still sweet and pure and beautiful.
Idrienesae shrank back nonetheless. “You went dark, and I was afraid, Ululenia, we were friends but those who join the dark fey do not always care about those they used to know, and I am small, Ululenia, so small and unimportant, and you would gain so little by eating me, and I could help you if you curling caress, decadent desire,” she said, and then cried out and fell to her knees.
You told Shenziencis where I was.
Ululenia’s horn flared again, and Idrienesae flew as though struck. She rolled along the turf, then sprang to her feet and leaped for the tree she had come from, but the tree opened only a crack, straining and groaning as though held fast.
The pixie clutched at the tiny crack as though she would wrench it apart with her own little hands. Ululenia’s horn flared again, and the great tree, hundreds of years old and wide enough for a dozen men to link arms and encircle, cracked down the middle as though struck by lightning.
Idrienesae screamed, and her rainbow wings flickered and vanished as she clutched her chest. The two halves of the tree fell with the wrenching roar of tearing roots, crashing into other trees as they slowly sagged to the ground.
You thought she was a Hunter, and you told her where I was, so that she could find me.
Idrienesae looked up to find Ululenia standing over her, and she crawled back, whimpering. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, she was going to kill me and I was afraid, Ululenia, I was so afraid of her!” She slipped as she reached the edge of the stream.
A shining white hoof pushed Idrienesae into the water. She sputtered, gasped, and tried to stand, and the hoof came down, pinning her to the rocks below the surface.
You were more afraid of her than you were of me, Ululenia said, looking down at the pixie as she struggled below the surface, and so you betrayed me. Who are you more afraid of now, Idrienesae?
The answer came only in bubbles that popped around her fetlocks.
I hunger as the wolf in the winter, Idrienesae. As the lynx with the mouse in its jaws, I would gain so little from you, but that little would be so much more than nothing. And who would tell me that I was wrong? You betrayed me. You deserve it.
The bubbles were slowing. If Ululenia lacked patience, simply shifting her weight would crush the little insect against the rocks, and then it would crumble into the energy from which it had come, and Ululenia would be that much stronger.
It.
Ululenia stepped back, and after a moment, bent her head into the stream and pulled Idrienesae out. She dropped the pixie by a tree and backed away, her hooves making no sound on the soft turf.
Idrienesae lay there for a while, coughing. When she could breathe, she crawled to a tree. She looked back at Ululenia, saying nothing.
The tree opened beneath her touch, and the pixie stepped into it, and the tree slid shut, and she was gone, sliding through roots and dirt to some other tree.
Ululenia could feel the magic, could track it if she wished. She did not.
She pushed herself back to her human shape and looked at the dead tree, ripped in two by her fury. She looked at the stream. Her hoofprints marked the dirt at the edge, the only hoofprints she had made in her journey.
She turned at a noise and saw Dairy at the edge of the trees.
“You did the right thing,” he said.
She was in his arms then, holding on to him as the drowning squirrel to the only rock before the waterfall, and her chest heaved as the sobs broke through.
I want to go back, she said in his mind. I want to go back.

“Dairy went off to look for Ululenia,” Hessler said, joining Tern at a market stall where she was haggling. “He’s worried about her.”
“He’s got a pretty good track record for his worries being on target,” Tern said to Hessler, and then to the middle-aged lady selling the herbs, “Seriously, if you have cut this with basil, what I am doing to it will turn it into an incredibly toxic gas instead of the harmless sleep tonic I am trying to make, so if this is like a quarter basil, I need you to tell me.”
“Is no basil,” said the lady. “Twenty for pouch.”
Tern held the little bag up to her nose. “I can smell basil in this. I need sleep tonic, not pesto sauce!”
“Is no basil,” said the lady again. “Twenty for pouch.”
“Tern, Hessler,” said Icy, “the puppet show is starting.”
Tern looked at the woman’s wagon. “You’ve got an herbalist guild membership. You know, if this turns out to have basil in it, I can bring a grievance to the guild. They usually settle, because it’s not worth the legal trouble, but do you know what they do to the people who besmirch their guild’s reputation?”
“Maybe basil fall in,” said the lady. “Fifteen for pouch.”
Tern finished the now-much-more-reasonable purchase and followed Icy to where the puppeteer was starting up. The market had quieted, and a crowd had gathered near the stage.
“. . . still concerned about having delegates from the Empire here for the Republic Festival of Excellence,” the manticore was saying, wiggling its scorpion tail with worry. “Is that sending the right message?”
“It’s sending the message that we’re ready to put these decades of war behind us,” the griffon said, puffing its mane a little. “And frankly, if Princess Veiled Lightning sees that the Republic is united and strong, I’m happy to have her take that back home to her mother and father.”
“Veiled Lightning?” Tern looked over at Hessler. “I didn’t know she was coming. Do you think we’ll get to see her? We never really got to talk last time.”
“Given that she was either attacking us or racing with us to prevent the destruction of the Republic and the Empire, yes,” said Icy.
“But this time, if she’s at the festival, we could grab a kahva, right? Maybe drinks or something?”
“You know that as a member of an inheriting ruling class, Princess Veiled Lightning is invested in the systematic oppression of workers,” Hessler said, “and while admittedly the Republic’s de facto oligarchy and still-present nobility is little better, I hardly think that she’s someone to idolize.”
“I don’t idolize her,” Tern said, “but, like, if we’re having drinks, maybe she asks about my hair, and I offer to show her how I do my braids, and then she shows me how to do hers, because the instructions that came with her doll didn’t have any words, and the pictures were confusing on which lock of hair went under and which went over, and then—”
“It is good to know that you do not idolize her,” Icy said, and then suddenly broke off to look back at the puppeteers, who had been going on about something Tern hadn’t caught because she had been thinking about braiding Veiled Lightning’s hair.
“. . . clearly a time of celebration, and I don’t think it’s necessary to mar that with discussions of an incident from so long ago,” the griffon was saying.
“Yes, but next week marks the tenth anniversary of the Red Trail Massacre,” the manticore pressed, flaring his wings and driving the griffon back, “and the Empire has never made reparations, so I think it’s justified to at least raise the question.”
The dragon hopped between the griffon and the manticore, flame puffing from its mouth. “The Red Trail Massacre was an ugly event that nearly brought the Empire and the Republic to war,” it declared. “From all official information, Republic soldiers at Fort Guyer were brutally slaughtered.”
“Well, they had been conducting airship test-fire exercises across the border,” the griffon said, hunching back from the dragon’s fire, “so it wasn’t entirely unprovoked.”
The manticore pounced and began banging the griffon’s head on the ground, to the delight of the crowd. “It was a vicious attack that cost Republic soldiers their lives.”
“It wasn’t even the Imperial army!” the griffon sputtered, kicking itself free. “It was some vigilante Imperial group, the Order of the Still Valley!”
“Where is this going?” Tern asked, and then as she looked at Icy, added, “and also where is he going?”
Icy was making his way through the crowd, heading for the puppeteer’s stage.
“Then let’s have the members of this Order of the Still Valley handed over into custody!” the manticore bellowed. It leaped at the griffon once more, but stopped as the dragon slapped a paw over its tail.
“Strong words,” the dragon roared to the crowd, with fire belching from its mouth again, “but worth bringing up in this time of peace. If the Order’s leader, the man who commanded the massacre, were brought into custody instead, that might avert the arrest of the entire Order.”
Icy shouldered his way through the crowd. “That is enough.”
“Icy, what’s going on?” Tern asked, following after him with Hessler in tow.
“And who is the vicious warrior responsible for slaughtering so many of our soldiers during peacetime?” the manticore growled.
“As I recall,” the griffon said, flapping its own wings and driving the manticore back, “it was Master Unstoppable Deferential Fist.”
“Man, Imperials and their names,” Tern muttered. “I mean, Indomitable Courteous Fist is pretty bad, but Unstoppable Deferential Fist is . . . actually . . . synonymous.”
Icy vaulted onto the stage. “Stop this performance.”
“Oh,” Tern said quietly.
Icy strode to the side of the puppeteer’s stage and flung back the curtain. “I asked you to stop this performance.”
The puppets went limp, and the crowd muttered as the puppeteer stepped out.
He was a middle-aged man, balding, wearing the simple dark clothes of a master puppeteer.
He also wore a crimson band on his right arm.
“Confirmed contact, Mister Slant,” the puppeteer said, and his band began chiming in a signal for all to hear as he raised it at Icy.

Naria had sent the guards away, leaving her and Loch alone in the throne room.
She stepped down from the dais. Her rich-orange gown shimmered in the light of the glowlamps, and whatever impractically high-heeled shoes she wore under the garment clicked with each step.
“Come and have a kahva, Isa,” she said, and began walking.
Loch fell into step beside her. Even with the heels, Naria only came up to Loch’s ear. “Are you sure, Naria? You come down from the throne, how am I going to remember that you’re the one in charge?”
Naria didn’t look over. Her crystal lenses wrapped around the sides of her eyes, snaking into the frames that rested over her ears. “I think I preferred it when you called me baroness.”
“I preferred it when you weren’t killing people for the man who killed our parents,” Loch said.
Naria’s pace quickened, little click-click-clicks on the stone coming faster. “I didn’t know.”
“You’re not an idiot, Naria,” Loch said evenly, with no heat. “You didn’t want to know.”
Now Naria did look over. Her hair was done in an intricate series of tiny looping braids, and the gems in her tresses tinkled at the fast movement. “When I discovered the truth, I corrected the situation.”
“Corrected it with a knife to Silestin’s throat, as I recall.”
Naria stepped into a hallway, with Loch following. There were still no servants or guards. “If you remember that, you may also remember that my actions then saved your life.”
“And covered your tracks,” Loch added, coming back to Naria’s side, “leaving you free to take over Lochenville as an upstanding citizen.”
“Is that why you’re so angry?” Naria asked, and smiled thinly. Even in mockery, the expression made her lips curve sweetly in a way that always made men want to dance for her. “That I stole the barony that was rightfully yours? Has the barony done poorly under my care, Isa? Are the people suffering?” At Loch’s stony silence, Naria laughed again. “Don’t be shy, Isa. I know that my big sister would have looked at the town as she came in, and Isafesira de Lochenville was always ready to pass judgment.”
Loch took a slow breath in through her nose. “You’ve done well.”
Naria raised an eyebrow. “But part of you still believes you could have done better.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Perhaps you’d be baroness today if you hadn’t run off to join the army,” Naria added. “You were so eager to fight. What if you’d fought here against the men who killed mother and father and left me alone and blinded? Do you think you might have saved them?” She took the crystal lenses from her face, and Loch saw the ugly scars across her dead white eyes. Naria didn’t stop walking, though. Both she and Loch could walk the manor from memory. “Do you think I might be looking at my sister face-to-face, instead of through this damned magic?”
Loch chuckled, and Naria started, then shoved the lenses back onto her face as she turned a corner. Loch asked, “Does the damsel-in-distress act work for the nobles like it did on all the boys?” Naria glared, possibly the first honest expression Loch had seen on her that day, and Loch added, “After you put a knife in Silestin’s throat, you left me hanging over a mile-long drop with a broken rib. I could’ve used a hand.”
Naria stopped at a large double door. Loch remembered the small sitting room inside, where her father and mother had shared drinks and gossip with old friends. “I knew you’d be fine, Isa. You were always the strong one. You were the fighter, the survivor. The one who could do everything on her own. I’m not like you.”
She gestured politely, and Loch stepped to the doors.
They opened before her. Baron Westteich stood inside, with three black-coated paladins flanking him.
Quietly, Naria said, “I have to make compromises.”




Sixteen
CAPTAIN THELENEA
WAS sitting in her cabin reading and drinking kahva when she heard the sound of booted feet on the gangplank. They carried the rushed sound of running, and she was up in a flash, one hand casually checking the blade at her hip.
When she opened the door, Irrethelathlialann stood there, his face grim. His blade was drawn, and he watched the sky, not her.
“What happened?” she asked.
He looked back and seemed to catch himself. His pale-green skin was flushed with effort. “Stress reaction resulting in brief hyperawareness and imminent exhaustion,” he said, and she saw the look in his eyes that no human would understand, the way they tracked the light. He had been around crystals, and they had weakened his soul. “Sorry,” he said, and took several deep breaths. “Presence of crystal technology, discomfiting but temporary. New information suggesting identity of those responsible for the attack on the Dragon.”
She cursed quietly. “Who?”
He smiled bitterly, and when he spoke again, his soul had returned, unblemished by the touch of magic. “Your fears were well founded. He was taken down by someone attempting to gain favor with the ancients. Who else knew that you were bringing Loch here?”
Thelenea frowned. “No one, and my crew have flown with me for years.”
“Are you certain?” Irrethelathlialann asked urgently. “Check your messenger spore.”
She was turning to do it, caught by his urgency, when the insult of the command struck her, and she remembered Irrethelathlialann giving commands during the card tournament she had hosted, the grave offense and scandal of it. For one second, she fought the alarm, telling herself that it was because he traveled outside the Elflands so often, that he had lost his way.
Then the alarm took over, years of trusting her instincts, and her hand went to her blade as she turned back to him.
His own blade slid across her throat as she turned.
“I am sorry,” he said, and as she clutched at her throat, he grabbed her shoulder and put the blade through her heart.

The small sitting room held Westteich and three paladins in their black coats. In Loch’s mind, she thought of them as Left, Right, and Center. Center was next to Westteich, Right stood in front of a bookshelf, and Left stood behind a table.
“Isafesira de Lochenville,” Westteich said with a smug smile, “what a pl—”
She came into the room at a run, and the smug paladins fumbled with their bands as she was suddenly in their midst.
She lunged at Westteich with a leap that drove her forearm into his throat and her knee into his crotch and slammed him into the back wall. As he crumpled, she shoved him into Center, sending both men sprawling.
She leaped at Right as he brought his band up to fire, knocking his arm wide. A flare of crimson energy flashed out past her and slammed into Left. She heard him grunt as he hit the far wall.
She had Right’s arm and momentum, and she went for the break, but Right saw it coming and tucked his arm back to take the blow on the forearm. It left him open, and Loch put a fist into his throat, slammed the heel of her palm into his temple, and then smashed his head into the bookshelf as he reeled.
Center was up, band coming up to fire as he shoved Westteich aside, and Loch dove at him and got her left arm up to slap his shot wide. Crimson energy flashed past her, and she thought it hit Left again, but didn’t have time to look, because her desperate lunge had left her off balance. She tossed a jab at Center’s head, but he caught it with a boxer’s guard and countered with a jab that jolted its way down her spine even as she leaned in to take it on the forehead instead of the nose.
As she staggered, he came in with a low right hook that hit with bruising force even as she caught it on her arm, and then a high right that she ducked under. She felt the kick coming and tried to take it on the hip rather than the gut, but it still hit with crushing power that drove her to her knees.
Center’s fists rained down, once, then twice, and Loch kept her guard up against the battering storm, arms high to protect her head. She felt him shift again, saw his knee coming in to smash her face, and this time caught the blow, smothered it, and shoved his leg aside. As he wavered, off balance for an instant, she drove her fist into his crotch.
Center staggered. Loch grabbed his shoulder and hauled down as she punched up. She felt bone under the heel of her palm and heard that little click as his jaw snapped shut from the blow, and Center went down bonelessly as Loch spun.
Left was halfway back to his feet, leaning on the card table. Loch stepped forward and kicked the table, driving it into him and him into the wall. She heard ribs crack and saw his face turn ashen as he hung, pinned to the wall.
She stepped past the table and put him out with a clean blow to the temple.
“See, Westteich,” she said, still breathing hard, to the groaning man, “what you had was an ambush, and the thing about ambushing someone is that you don’t talk to them first.”
He was on his hands and knees, and it wouldn’t be fair to kick him, but the ancients had bands that shot blasts of energy, and Loch wasn’t entirely sure Westteich didn’t have one, so she kicked him once across the jaw to make sure he stayed down.
Then Loch turned back to the hallway.
It was empty, with no sign of Naria.
Loch raised her fists. “Naria, last time you came at me, I took you down and broke your lenses. You want a rematch, take your best shot, but I’m not leaving without that fancy crystal airship you used as First Blade.”
The words hung in the air for a moment, and Loch felt the slow ache in her arms and hip, as well as at the base of her skull where the jab had rattled her.
The air shimmered, and Naria appeared, crouched where she had been standing before.
“You came here for my wing?” Naria smiled bitterly. “Of course you did. You would only show up if you wanted something.”
Loch lowered her fists. “I had dangerous people after me. I didn’t want to bring that home.”
“And then you needed something,” Naria said, “and you did.” She looked at the fallen ancients and Westteich. “They knew you were coming. They threatened me and my people unless I helped them, all because you wanted my wing.”
Loch shook her head. “You’d be a dangerous woman, Naria, if you had the guts to take shots at anyone besides me.”
Naria’s mouth twisted into angry words that she swallowed instead of saying. She reached into a hidden pocket of her fine orange gown and drew out a glossy black crystal no larger than Loch’s palm. “The field past the water garden,” she said. “The key will bring it down from the sky and make it visible.”
She tossed Loch the key.
“Never come back here.”
“Deal.”
Loch stepped out of the sitting room. She brushed Naria’s shoulder as she walked by.
Naria didn’t turn as Loch walked away.

There were worse places to wait for Loch to fight things out with her sister, Kail decided, than on a comfortable bench in the Lochenville estate’s water garden with a beautiful woman beside him.
The beautiful woman was a death priestess, and that still threw him off from time to time, but the good thing about working for Loch was that he’d learned that there were lots of things worse than death priestesses.
That was also the bad thing about working for Loch, Kail decided, and sighed, looking at the white-and-purple flowers floating on the lily pads.
“What are you thinking?” Desidora asked, leaning into him a little. She didn’t curl her arm around his. Something about it, someone doing anything close to grappling with him, made his mind go to that dark little corner where Archvoyant Silestin’s magic had wrapped around his soul and turned him into a helpless puppet.
Some women would have gotten angry when he tensed up and pulled away, taken it as an insult or a sign that he didn’t care. Desidora was a love priestess, though, at least when she didn’t have her death powers turned on to make zombies, and she had a pretty good idea of how people worked.
So she leaned into him instead of curling her arm around his.
He put his arm around her waist. “The usual,” he said, and she nodded, her auburn hair brushing against his cheek. Her hair smelled warm and mysterious, at least when it was red instead of pitch black. “Silestin was bad, and he came after us hard, but it didn’t hit us where we lived.”
“I’m glad your mother is safe.”
“I think I saved the ancients from her more than the other way around,” Kail said, and grinned. “My mom will take anybody who gets up in her face.”
Desidora shuddered, and at first Kail thought she was sad, and then cold.
After a minute, he realized that she was trying to hold in a laugh.
“Diz. Diz?”
“You,” she gasped, still trying not to laugh, “you say all these things about people’s mothers! And then you say that about yours, and I’m not supposed to think anything?”
Kail sat back and fixed Desidora with a stare. “Diz, you’re not thinking rude things about my mom.”
Her eyes wide and innocent and maybe watering a bit from laughter, she nodded. “I would never do that.”
“My mother is a nice respectable lady,” Kail said firmly, “and—no, damn it, don’t start laughing again!”
The damn water clock emptied a great wave of water behind them, and Kail jumped and swore, and Desidora leaned over, giggling hysterically.
And then Tahla staggered out of the manor, one hand pressed to her side and leg dragging behind her, and shouted, “Run!”
A crimson blast of energy slammed into her from behind, and she sailed down the stairs, hit the marble stones of the yard below hard, and didn’t move.
“Byn-kodar’s hell,” Kail muttered.
“Kun-kabynalti osu fuir’is!” came a cry from the manor, and beside Kail, Desidora went cold, literally.
“You can say that again,” she said as her hair went black and her skin went pale.
Ghylspwr came out of the manor in the grip of former Archvoyant Bertram, with a pair of paladins flanking him. Technically the ancients had also enslaved the nobles who had put on the paladin bands, but the nobles had on some level been trying to seize power, and Kail could see his way to letting that lie.
Bertram . . . well, he was Learned, and he was old money, and he was probably not less corrupt than most of the voyants, but he hadn’t been aiming for war when Kail had seen him up on Heaven’s Spire, locked in place with tendrils of crystal jabbed into his fingers. He’d been a man trying to do the right thing, his body and mind shackled by magic.
“Can you break Ghyl’s hold on Bertram?” Kail asked as he got to his feet.
Desidora flung out a hand as Ghylspwr and the paladins leaped down the stairs and came at them. Bertram flinched, reeling in place, and then recovered and kept coming.
“Shielded,” Desidora hissed. “But are they all shielded?” She raised both hands this time, and something in her stance told Kail that she wasn’t trying to free the nobles from their paladin bands.
Both of the paladins paused as Desidora’s magic hit.
Then they smiled, raised their arms, and unleashed blasts of crimson light.
Kail saw it coming and dove from the little platform, rolling as he landed on a wooden bridge. He heard the other blast hit Desidora, who splashed into the water behind him.
“The death priestess,” one of the paladins called out. “See how she twists the very essence of magic with her unholy power?”
“If only we had wards that could prevent her from draining the life from us as she would some pathetic sack of meat,” said the other. “Ah, wait. We do. Mister Lively sends his regards.” He turned to Kail, who hadn’t stopped running, and raised his band again. “Which one is this?”
Kail reached another platform and ducked behind the vine-wrapped marble column that rose from it as blasts of energy cracked and hissed around him.
“Oh, of course!” cried the first one. “Binjamet duQuaille, the petty thief whose mother we arrested.”
More blasts of energy flashed past, and Kail hunkered down. The blasts sizzled as they hit the water, and fish bobbed to the surface, floating belly up.
“Does this Binjamet have any powers I should be worried about?” said the second one. He was moving, his steps light but audible on one of the wooden bridges. Kail looked over, saw him come into view on one side, flanking him, and dove into the water.
He realized quickly that the water was only waist high, and pulled himself along the bottom more than swam. He heard a froth of bubbles behind him as the blast hit where he had been, and the water near his feet burned for a moment.
He wanted to come up for air but pulled himself along slowly instead. Splashing would tell them where he was, but the pool was filled with lily pads and fish and flowers and crap, and if he moved slowly, he thought it possible that he might not die immediately.
Blasts struck the water a ways away, and then off in the other direction, hissing and bubbling. Kail pinched his nose, looked up, and aimed for a patch of darkness as he came up as quietly as he could, lungs burning.
He was under one of the wooden bridges, which arched just enough to give him room to get his head out of the water.
“Where are you, little man?” called the first paladin from right over his head. “Your file doesn’t say anything about breathing underwater, so you must be here somewhere.”
“His file doesn’t say much of anything,” the other paladin called back from behind one of the marble pillars, and Kail heard the sound of a blast hitting the water again. “No magic. The Silkworth girl is better with locks and has alchemical training. I suppose Lochenville keeps him around out of sentiment.”
“Kun-kabynalti osu fuir’is!” Ghylspwr shouted again, and above his head, Kail heard the first ancient sigh.
“We’re not going to kill you,” the paladin called out begrudgingly, and sent another blast of crimson into the water, frying some lily pads and sending more fish to the surface. “But if I have to get wet searching, you’re not going to be happy when I find you.”
Kail reached up, grabbed his ankle, and pulled hard. The paladin fell, and Kail lunged onto the bridge on top of him.
He got in two good punches before the paladin got in a kick that flung Kail away, and the scout got back to his feet to see the paladin coming at him, grinning broadly, black coat flaring dramatically. “Oh, look at you, fighting.”
“Yeah, look at me,” Kail said, and came in swinging.
The paladin blocked one punch, stepped away from a second, and spun into a kick that caught Kail in the chest and flung him across the bridge and onto the platform at the other side. He hit the marble, rolled into the column hard enough to bounce off, and sent a lovely reading chair toppling into the pool as he slammed into it.
“Shall I?” the other paladin called, and Kail looked over to see that the man had his arm raised, pointed dead on target.
“Don’t strain yourself.” The first paladin walked lightly across the bridge, still grinning. “He’s weak enough that you might accidentally kill him, and Commander Ghylspwr wants him alive.” He cracked his knuckles. “You see, little man, this is for your own good.”
“Uh-huh.” Kail looked past him at Bertram, who had crossed a bridge onto one of the platforms. He held Ghylspwr up high, as though lifting the weapon for a better view.
Kail could see the memory of his own eyes in Bertram’s.
“Ghylspwr wants me alive, huh? Why’s that? Is his mother lonely?” He jerked his chin at Ghylspwr. “Listen, Ghyl, she can’t be that lonely, because when I went to her place last night, there was a line out around the corner.”
“Kutesosh gajair’is!” Ghylspwr yelled, and Bertram flung the mighty warhammer.
Kail was in the water before it even left Bertram’s hand.
He dove, came up, heard the warhammer hit the marble column and shatter it, and saw the asshole paladin’s smug expression wiped off his face as a bunch of shattered rock came down on top of him.
But Kail only gave it a glance, because he was pulling himself out of the water, rolling back onto a bridge just as a crimson flash of light ripped into the pool where he’d been, killing even more poor fish. Then Kail was up, running, over the bridge, to the platform, to the next bridge, and then to the platform where Bertram still stood.
The former archvoyant had not moved from his throw. He stood like a statue or a broken puppet, arm extended, hand open.
“Bertram!” Kail yelled. “Bertram!”
He reached the man, the poor broken man with the tortured eyes, and slapped his hand shut. “Bertram! He’s not in your hand! He’s not in your hand!” Kail pushed the man’s hand into a fist, his dark hands holding Bertram’s shut. “He’s not here!”
Bertram blinked. He looked at his hand. “I . . . I . . .”
Kail met his eyes, and Bertram sagged and fell into him, arms going taut around him.
Kail wanted to flinch and pull away, but some things were more important.
He was interrupted by mocking laughter, and he turned to see the other ancient. “Was this your plan?” the paladin said as he crossed a bridge, arm trained on Kail.
“Maybe there’s a reason they keep me around after all, huh?” Kail called back.
“A clever tongue?” The paladin shook his head. “A witty slave is more trouble than he’s worth.”
“You’re right,” Kail said, and gently pushed Bertram behind him. He looked down. Bertram’s hands were squeezed shut of their own volition now, and with a smile, Kail turned back to the paladin. “And I sure as Byn-kodar’s hell can’t fight you. But you know, you’ve overlooked two things that really should’ve been in that file of yours.”
The paladin stepped onto a bridge, still smiling. “And those are?”
“First off,” Kail said, “you don’t wanna go after a lady who manipulates magical energy with magical energy, because that’s probably just gonna piss her off.”
The paladin paused on the bridge, and the water around him began to froth.
“And second, Diz doesn’t just mess with energy. She can make zombies too. If only we had a giant pile of dead fish nearby for her to play with.” The paladin looked down at the frothing water, and Kail smiled, “Ah, wait. We do.”
A writhing mass of golden scales and white bellies roared out of the water, mouths gaping, and hit the paladin like a solid wave of flesh. He hit the water, screaming, and as he went under, the water around him churned white, and then red.
“Nicely done,” Desidora said as she rose from the water, standing upon fish that floated belly up to support her weight. She was drenched, her sopping hair and dress pitch black.
There was a time when that would’ve bothered Kail.
Today, he grabbed Bertram. “You too, Diz. Come on.”
She turned, her skin chalk white, gazing at the pile of rubble under which Ghylspwr sat. “He’s down there!”
“Diz. Not now. You’ve got nothing that can hurt him, and if he gets into a paladin’s hand, we’re dead.”
“He used me,” she said, and even through the coldness of her death aura, Kail heard the hurt. “He lied to me.”
“And you’ll make him pay for that someday, Diz, I promise.” Kail took her arm, not hard. “Not today.”
She turned, her eyes dark, and then she blinked, and her hair slid back to red, and her dress to pale green. She nodded shortly and pushed past him to where Tahla lay at the foot of the steps. She checked the woman’s pulse, then grimaced and shook her head.
“Go in peace, Yeshki,” Kail murmured. “Where to now?”
“Either the treeship or inside to search for Loch,”
“Treeship, then. You don’t send more people after a scout unless you’re sure she needs help.” Kail nodded and, holding Bertram gently, led the way out of the garden. “Right now I feel bad for anybody in Loch’s way.”

Everything seemed to be happening too quickly for Tern.
She was fumbling for her crossbow while the puppeteer raised his arm toward Icy. She didn’t get it out in time. The puppeteer fired a blast of crimson energy, and Icy, barely a few feet away, did one of those crazy things he did with his body, twisting to the side and sliding onto his back at the same time so that the blast ruffled his golden robes but hit nothing else.
“Icy! Fight him!” Tern flipped the safety off the crossbow.
“I cannot.” Icy sprang back to his feet as a crimson blast cracked the stage where he had lain.
“If you’re that Unstoppable guy, you can. Fight him!” Tern raised the crossbow, aimed carefully, and fired a perfect shot at the puppeteer’s heart.
The puppeteer leaned back in an elegant move almost identical to Icy’s, and the bolt whisked past him.
“I cannot!” Icy shouted, and then the puppeteer’s next blast clipped his shoulder, and he spun in the air and landed on the stones past the stage, rolling to a stop and shaking his head a moment later.
“Tern!” Hessler shouted, and Tern looked over to see the trackers running into the market square, the scorpion in his cloaked-dwarf disguise and the ogre and the bony troll lady. The crowd was screaming as the ogre swatted people aside.
Too much, too fast. Icy was a killer and Hessler was behind her, and she had no idea which bolt to use.
She went with silver, in case the trackers were vulnerable to it like fairy creatures were, but she was still looking at the puppeteer.
“Acquisition parameters have changed,” the puppeteer called out. “We have Loch. These are expendable.” He looked at Icy and raised his arm.
Tern fired, and again the puppeteer dodged it, and he shot Tern a look and called, “You’re next,” as he fired. The blast of crimson energy lashed out.
It hit Dairy instead as he stepped out in front of Icy, and he stumbled, then stood back up, shaking off the blast. “I won’t let you hurt my friends!”
Hessler was flinging illusions at their assailants, and Tern remembered that he’d said they affected the creatures as though they were solid. Shackles formed around the troll, and a great blade slashed at the scorpion. “Watch for the feedback,” he was muttering, and as the scorpion lashed its stinger at the blade, Hessler flicked the illusion away.
The crowd was screaming and running now. Someone slammed into Tern, and she fell to the stones, dizzy and shaken, then pushed herself back to her feet, fumbling with her crossbow and bolt. Dairy was trading blows with the puppeteer, and Hessler was juggling illusions as the bony troll slid out of the shackles.
And then the crowd parted, and something hit her, and it felt like cool water splashed across her chest, and she looked up to see the ogre standing over her, with its fist, magically incorporeal, inside her chest.
“If you are expendable,” the ogre said, her tusks muffling the words, “then this is not murder.”
Tern had no time to react.
But as the cold feeling started to change, a giant fist of solid stone slammed into the ogre, and she crashed to the ground yards away. Tern fell to the ground as well and looked down at her chest, seeing five little finger holes in her dress right around the heart.
“You want her,” Hessler said coldly, standing over Tern with hands raised, “you go through me,” and Tern looked up at him, breathing hard, to tell him she was all right.
She saw the troll behind him, but by the time she screamed a warning, it was too late.
The bony lady was suddenly a creature of rope and sinew, twining herself around Hessler in coils of flesh, and he flinched and tried to fight it, but she was like a snake, wrapping tighter and tighter.
“Icy!” Tern raised her crossbow. “Dairy! Help!” Hessler was glowing with little sparkles everywhere, and he seemed smaller or thinner or . . .
Gone.
“Mister Hessler!” came a cry, followed by a cracking impact, and the puppeteer sailed across the market square, hit a wall hard enough to leave a mark, and did not move.
In front of Tern, the troll coiled herself back into a woman’s shape.
“Bring him back,” Tern said.
“There is no back,” the troll said with a sneer. “He is scattered to the—”
A crossbow bolt thunked into her chest.
“Bring him back,” Tern said.
“He is dead,” the troll said, “and my cursed flesh cares little for bolts or blades.”
“Does it burn?” the alchemist asked, and the troll looked down at the stain spreading across her dress from the bolt. Tern tossed a flask that shattered as it hit the troll, and as the two liquids mixed and clinging flames wreathed the screaming creature, she shouted, “Bring him back, you bitch! Bring him back!”
“Her curse cannot be reversed,” the ogre said, and Tern looked over to see Dairy on the ground, groaning, as the ogre came toward her. “He is dead, transformed into the very shadows he used in his figments, and soon, you will arching ardor.”
Shadow-touched Besnisti, Ululenia said, her hooves clopping on the stone of the market square as she put herself between Tern and the ogre. Caught between here and there, never real, a cursed reminder to your people that you came from the Glimmering Folk. That you are monsters.
“Dark fey,” the ogre growled, shaking her head and coming forward again. “Stolen magic of the ancients, and turned to consuming your own. We are not so different, you and I.”
There is one difference, Ululenia said, and something in her voice was different, and when Tern looked at her, her shape was different as well. She was still a unicorn, but her shining horn curved and bristled with spines. Her hooves were clawed, and fangs gleamed in her long mouth. I am not bleeding from the throat.
She lunged, and the ogre roared, and then fell back, and sank to her knees, one hand trying vainly to cover the dark blood that poured from her wound.
The same blood stained Ululenia’s fanged muzzle as she turned to Tern. We must flee. There will be more.
Tern looked back. The scorpion had pulled the still-burning creature away, and they were across the market square now. Dairy was still on the ground, Icy on his knees beside him.
Hessler was gone.
“I want him back,” Tern said, and let Ululenia pull her away.

Loch found Tahla’s body at the foot of the stairs leading back to the water garden.
It seemed Naria had been right about Loch’s presence here endangering people.
Loch closed Tahla’s eyes, said a quick prayer, and stepped onto the path of wooden bridges leading between the platforms. One of the columns rising up from the platforms had been destroyed, and the water was full of dead fish.
She crossed a bridge, stopped at a platform, and inhaled. It didn’t smell like flowers anymore.
“Isafesira!”
Loch opened her eyes. Irrethelathlialann was at the far end of the water garden, making his way across the paths toward her.
“Ethel.” She started walking again. “What are you doing here?”
“Thelenea told me where you were. I discovered that the ancients were waiting here, and I came as quickly as I could.”
Loch nodded, still walking. “You weren’t wrong.” She crossed another bridge, turned at a platform, and headed for the one where Kail and Desidora had been waiting. “I’m glad you’re here.”
“I need you if I am to survive the coming of the ancients,” Irrethelathlialann said, coming to meet her. “With the Dragon gone, whatever mad scheme you have in mind is the only hope of the Elflands.”
She nodded again and turned to reclaim her walking stick where she’d left it.
And spun to parry the blow that would have caught her in the back.
“I think you have your own plan to save the Elflands,” Loch said as her blow knocked his aside.
Irrethelathlialann brought his rapier up in a salute. The red wood of the blade gleamed. “How did you know?”
“I’ve faced you across the card table,” Loch said, and drew her blade from the walking stick’s hidden sheath. “You think humanity is a waste of time.”
The elf’s blade flashed, and Loch parried, then countered, driving him back. “Tell me I’m wrong, Isafesira.”
“You only helped us because it was what the Dragon wanted,” Loch said, pressing her attack. She drove him back across the bridge, then danced back as his retreat turned into a roll that swept his blade at her ankles. “As soon as he was gone, you should have cut us loose. Instead you offered information and loaned us a treeship.” She slashed, and he sidestepped to the edge of the platform, leaning farther than any human except maybe Icy would be able to without falling, and countered with a slash at her head that she caught, locking their blades.
“I never dreamed that my manners would give me away,” he said as he moved in, pushing on the locked blades, and Loch saw the angle of his body change with the twist he tried to hide, and caught the stab from the dagger he’d slipped into his other hand on the stick-sheath. “Impressive. You’ve gotten better.”
“Last time we fought, I bled deep.” She shoved hard, and he went with it, pivoted around her, and spun into a slash that she blocked with her blade. She got a shot into his ribs with the stick-sheath and took a shallow cut across the forearm from his off-hand dagger. “I try not to make the same mistake twice.”
His kick caught her at the ankle, and rather than fall while vulnerable to his blade, she turned it into a tumble into the pool, slashing out even as she fell with a low sweep that the elf leaped over.
Loch hit the water, surfaced with her blade and stick moving, and got lucky, catching his stab with blind luck and sweeping it aside as he lunged into the pool after her. “I’m still faster,” Irrethelathlialann murmured, sliding into the water with barely a splash.
“Faster than the Dragon.” Loch came in low, caught his block, and aimed a blow at his head with the stick-sheath. He caught it with the dagger, hooked the blade behind the sheath, and tore it from her grasp, and she came up with a high little cut as she fell back, her blade catching his upper arm and leaving a thin line of blood across his cheek. “Though you didn’t kill him with the silver dagger we found in the study.”
He touched fingers to the cut on his face and smiled grimly. “I weakened him enough to capture, as the ancients requested. They wanted him, for some reason.” Now with two weapons to her one, he came in hard, forcing her to retreat as quickly as she could in the waist-deep water. “You seem to have thought of everything.”
“Almost everything.” Loch swept her blade back and forth in an uneven rhythm, hiding the timing of her moves, and Irrethelathlialann ducked down so that only his head showed above the water and lunged forward like a leaping dolphin. Loch guessed at where his blade was, missed, and felt pain bite into her lower leg. “Still not sure why you sold me and the Dragon out for the ancients.”
He lunged in again. This time she came down hard and sidestepped as best she could in the water. She caught the block, but it left her open, and his dagger flashed up out of the water, nicking her side. “Our people for them, Isafesira. They get the Dragon and you as good faith, and they agree to leave the Elflands alone.”
“You know they won’t leave you alone forever.” Loch saw him coming in again and chopped at his head. She took another cut on the leg, but her blade bit into his shoulder, and he grimaced as the blood spilled from the deep gash.
“I don’t need forever,” he said. “I have people making rings based on the same design as the paladin bands. Cheaper, easier to manufacture. If I get a year, I’ll have them ready, and the ancients can have all you humans. They won’t need us.” He tucked his dagger into his belt, then switched his rapier to his left hand.
“It’s not about need, Ethel!” Loch parried his next thrust, then gave ground as he slashed forward, as adept with his left hand as his right. “They’ll still turn on you!” Her back bumped into a platform, and she tried to slide to the side, but Irrethelathlialann moved to keep her pinned to the wall.
“And by the time they do, I’ll have my own attack ready.” He smiled, his blade raised and ready. “A good strategist always knows how to wait for the proper . . . time.”
A sudden gushing waterfall crashed down upon Loch, dousing her in cold water and leaving her blind.
In that moment, Irrethelathlialann lunged, his blade spearing through the spray of the waterfall.
He hit empty air, and Loch’s blade slid into his chest from the side.
“Time and place, Ethel,” Loch said, drenched but smiling as the elf grunted, staggered, and then fell forward onto the platform, his rapier falling from suddenly nerveless fingers. “You fight me in the garden I grew up in, you’d better expect me to be used to the water clock splashing down every half hour.”
She waded over to reclaim her stick-sheath, slid her blade back in, and climbed out onto the platform. Her leg and arm hurt, with cuts added to the bruises, but she still had work to do.
From atop the platform, she began looking for her sister’s crystal airship.

Kail was in the captain’s cabin looking grimly at Thelenea’s body when the others arrived.
“What happened?” Dairy asked. He looked shaky, and Icy was helping him walk.
“Nothing good.” Kail grimaced. “We ran into Ghylspwr and two nobles with paladin bands out on the estate. Loch’s still inside. You?”
“The puppeteer had a band as well,” Icy said. “In retrospect, it is an obvious way for the ancients to maintain control over what the public learns. The trackers were also present.”
“We tore the ogre’s throat out,” Ululenia said, smiling a not-very-nice smile as she helped a gray-faced and red-eyed Tern sit down.
“That’s one down. Where’s Hessler?” Kail asked, and when Tern didn’t move and Ululenia and Icy and Dairy all looked away sadly, Kail grimaced. “Damn. I’m sorry.”
Desidora came into the cabin. “The rest of the crew is dead too. Clean cuts. I can raise them as zombies to tell us who did it, but I’d rather not unless—” She broke off as she saw Tern. “Oh, honey.” She stepped forward and put her arms around Tern, who leaned into her and grabbed Desidora’s shoulder like a drowning woman grabbing at a branch.
Kail pretended not to hear the noises Tern was making. Instead, he quietly said, “I can’t fly a treeship. Ululenia?”
“No.”
“We cannot stay here,” Icy said. “They are aware of us, and can bring reinforcements we lack.”
“Where’s Loch?” Dairy asked.
“She’ll be here.” Kail grimaced. “And if she isn’t, Ululenia knows these woods.”
“I would rather not stay,” Ululenia said sharply.
“Yeah, me neither,” Kail said, glaring, “and if you’ve got a better idea, hit me.”
A chime sounded outside, and Kail and the others looked through the doorway curiously, then came outside.
A wedge of black crystal shimmered into view as it settled to the ground beside the treeship. It had no balloon. Compared to an airship, it was a knife in a world full of pillows.
One of the crystal panes pivoted and slid down, forming a gangplank, and Loch stepped out.
“Told you she’d be here,” Kail said.
“We’ve got about ten minutes before they find us,” Loch called out. “Let’s move.”




Seventeen
WESTTEICH CAME BACK to his senses on a small couch in one of the Lochenville manor’s many sitting rooms.
“Your people made it clear that in exchange for my cooperation, my estate and the surrounding town would be left unharmed,” Baroness Naria de Lochenville was saying.
“And I hear that, I absolutely hear what you’re saying.” The voice belonged to Mister Slant. Westteich wondered how long he had been out. Slant hadn’t been here. “And you absolutely cooperated fully here, nobody is doubting that.”
“I have dead guards,” Naria went on, “and I have injured peasants, and I have a sister who now knows that I am working with you and may come after me again, and no,” she said as Slant opened his mouth, “posting a guard is not going to help me, and you and I both know that none of your people are going to want to ride a body stuck with this.” She gestured at the crystal lenses that covered her scarred face. “I want what is best for my people and for the Republic, including the ancients, and in the spirit of that desire, I am giving you a chance to make this right.”
“Again, I absolutely hear what you’re saying,” Mister Slant assured her, “and you can be certain that we are taking this quite seriously.”
“Yes, definitely,” Westteich added, pushing himself back to his feet. Naria and Slant looked at him. “While it is embarrassing that a room full of paladins could not manage to apprehend Loch, we are committed to making this right.”
Slant blinked, then nodded, “Indeed, yes. Exactly. Would you be interested in complimentary tickets to the Festival of Excellence?” At Naria’s raised eyebrow, Slant added, “It is one of the foremost events of the year, and—”
“I have an invitation,” Naria said. “My family was close friends with Archvoyant Cevirt. What I would be interested in is tax-protected status for the next ten years and a paladin band with no ancient soul inside it.” She tapped her lenses. “And believe me, I will know if there’s one in there, and while I can’t guarantee what these lenses would do if it tried to control me, I suspect it would be unpleasant for both of us.”
Slant put a hand to his chin. “Yes, yes, I can imagine. Now while I doubt it would heal your, ah, previous injuries, and targeting the energy pulse would be difficult for you yourself—”
“I will survive, Mister Slant.” Naria smiled, a beautiful smile that lit up her face and made her look delicate and wise at the same time. “I always survive. All the most powerful people in the Republic are becoming paladins, and I am nothing if not fashionable.”
“Allow me to send some messages,” Mister Slant said, smiling delightedly.
“And while you’re doing so,” Westteich said, nodding to Naria and Slant, “put me on that list. If there’s an expectation that I’m to be involved in combat despite your people’s assurances that I was here strictly to observe and monitor, I think it only fair that I have the ability to take care of myself.”
“Oh, no call will be necessary for you, Lord Westteich,” Mister Slant said, and gestured to a table where a paladin band lay on a velvet cushion.
“Ah, wonderful!” Westteich moved over and looked down at his new weapon. “You already had one without the soul of an ancient inside.”
A delicate hand clamped down on the back of Westteich’s neck. “Not precisely,” said Mister Slant.

The inside of Loch’s sister’s airship was glossy black, enclosed like a treeship but all crystal and shine. It was built to hold five comfortably or eight with Loch standing, Bertram sleeping, and Ululenia perched on Dairy’s shoulder as a dove.
Tern sat in a chair by herself, as far away from everyone else as she could manage. She could still see the little market square, feel the stones under her feet.
“Hessler was a good man,” Loch said off in the distance, “and we will give him the mourning he deserves when we can. For now . . .”
Tern had just stood there. Like an idiot, just standing with the ogre’s shadow-touched hand over her heart, doing nothing.
Making Hessler save her, making him leave himself unguarded.
“. . . we supposed to create an illusion of the Glimmering Folk coming through the gate if we don’t have an illusionist?” Kail asked.
“Desidora, what if the crystals have memories of . . .” Loch said, with some other stuff, and Desidora nodded hesitantly.
He had looked so proud. Gods, he’d felt so guilty after she’d been shot on the last job. He had wanted to protect her, and hadn’t she just given him the chance, the stupid girl who was too clumsy to dance and too flighty to deal with the family business.
There must have been some kind of alchemy that would have stopped the troll. The right sort of silver or yvkefer or blessing or something. That wouldn’t have forced Tern to just stand there watching him shrink in the coils, the little sparkling motes of light all around him, wondering when he stopped being Hessler and started being Hessler’s corpse.
“. . . need to split up on the ground,” Loch said. “Kail and I will enter as we discussed. We need alternatives to get Tern into . . .”
She hadn’t been able to see his eyes. She’d just stood there. Dairy had yelled, and the paladin puppeteer had hit the ground, he’d been fighting, he’d been too far away.
“With Ululenia’s help, I can get Tern into the processing chamber,” Icy said. “Ropes down the side of the mountain could—”
“Where were you?” It came out louder than Tern had meant. She’d thought her throat would be dry and it would come out hoarse, but it piped up and bounced off the planed crystal walls of the black ship, and the echoes seemed to grow louder instead of quieter, until the whole room was silent.
“I was down, Tern, I am sorry.” Icy stood and moved toward her.
“No. You were back up after Dairy came in to help you. You were there.”
“Tern—” Loch started.
“You were there, you could have helped him!”
“Miss Tern,” Dairy said softly, “I know it hurts—”
“Like hell you do. Your Dragon isn’t dead, right?” Tern’s voice was getting sharper and louder, and she couldn’t stop it. “You’re so sure that the guy you love is alive, but I watched mine die, and it wasn’t an illusion, because he would have sent a message! He would have done his whisper trick in my ear! He would done something,” she said, and her voice caught, “but he didn’t, and so I don’t get to lie to myself that he’ll be back. Sucks to be me.”
Dairy stepped back and ducked his head. Ululenia, still perched on his shoulder, leaned against him. Tern didn’t care.
“I was down,” Icy said.
Something caught in Tern’s throat, and she swallowed it down, ignoring the burn. “You were down because you didn’t fight back. The puppeteer beat you, and it’s not because you couldn’t take him, Unstoppable Deferential Fist.” Her eyes were burning now, and Desidora started to get up, and Tern stopped her with a look. “You could have saved him, but you didn’t.”
Icy sat back down.
“I was the master of the Order of the Still Valley,” he said. “I was young, but my master had died fighting the Republic, and I had taken his place. It was after that war, before the one Loch and Kail served in. I remembered my master proudly, and I led the temple where we trained with fire in my heart. I was a very, very good warrior.
“At this time, the Republic airships performed flight exercises near the border. Imperial airships performed in parallel. Sometimes they fired the flamecannons near one another. The shots were meant as warnings, never intended to strike the other airships. In this, they were successful.”
Icy shut his eyes. “But they did, in fact, strike a small village near the border, unmarked on the maps. The Imperial citizens who lived there had been told it would be safer to leave, but offered no assistance and given no new land, they had stayed. The fire killed several of them. My wife, whom I loved. My children, whom I had not spent enough time with, because I was too busy proving myself a worthy successor to my master.”
He looked at Tern now. “I took my students, the Order of the Still Valley, across the Republic border. We entered Fort Guyer, where the airship that had fired was docked. It was not difficult. You have seen what I can do. Your soldiers were not ready for us.” His gaze moved to Loch and Kail. “We killed everyone who wore a uniform.”
“The Red Trail Massacre,” Loch said.
“We never heard about the fire,” Kail said.
“I am unsurprised that the Republic ignored that aspect of the story.” Icy bowed his head. “I told my students that it was justice, not murder, that we were better, because we had not killed civilians. Such justifications rang increasingly hollow as the Republic and the Empire veered toward war as a result of our actions.
“I could have stayed, held true to my anger. The Empire would have either gone to war or handed me over as a criminal.” He swallowed. “My students would have been handed over as well, however, and when I saw that potential . . . The two countries did not wish to go to war. Neither was ready at that time. Leaving the Order allowed for assurances that quiet corrections had been made.”
Tern swallowed, nodded, wiped at her eyes. “And coming here? Swearing your oath?”
Icy met her gaze again. “I wished to see the people whose soldiers I had murdered. I thought I could atone.” He started to speak, stopped, and when he did again, his voice caught. “I was down, Tern. I did not want to be a murderer again, and I did not fight, and so I fell. I could not have saved him.” He reached out slowly with one hand. “Neither could you.”
She said nothing, but she took the hand and held it tight while hot tears slid down her face again in the silent ship.

“Pathetic,” Mister Skinner said as he held his paladin band over the ogre’s throat. “Pitiful. I should give her claws or blood that erupts into flame when she bleeds. Perhaps then you lot might be useful.”
They were in the woods at the edge of the town, protected by other paladins, standard midlevel men who did the work that people like Mister Skinner didn’t have time for. The scorpion was unharmed, while the troll moaned softly, her burned skin peeling off in hunks.
“Arikayurichi gave you this chance to redeem your cursed bloodline,” Mister Skinner said, shaking his head, “and you waste it with this weakness.”
“Effort,” the scorpion said. “Unprepared.”
“Weak,” Skinner said. “You could have used your poison. The troll could have finished off the little alchemist.”
“Burning,” the scorpion said. “Injured.”
Mister Skinner brought his band close to the ogre’s skin, and the throat pulled taut. For a moment, it looked as though it might heal. Then a few little crystals bubbled out from the skin, tearing the wound even wider. With a little smile, Mister Skinner plucked the crystals free, wiping the blood from his pants as the ogre shuddered and then went still.
“Poor little thing,” Mister Skinner said, and turned to the troll. “Now, you, you, you, what to do with you.”
The troll said nothing.
“Smart girl.” Mister Skinner brought his band close to her, and the troll’s flesh took on a glossy sheen, like the glint of sunlight on metal. “There you go. Fireproof now. The burning feeling should fade in a moment as well.”
“Thank you.” She sat up and pulled herself into her human shape.
Or at least tried to.
“Oh yes, the skin doesn’t catch the way it used to,” Mister Skinner added as the troll’s upper body flopped over, slithering bonelessly to the ground. “The price of your new fire immunity. Shouldn’t stop you from tracking down your targets, but you won’t be impersonating a person anytime soon.”
“No,” she said, her loose arms flopping and jerking like a pile of snakes. Her voice was strange. Mister Skinner realized she was trying to cry, but her tear ducts didn’t work. “Please.”
“You want to be a pretty elf?” Mister Skinner asked. “Or a nice sturdy dwarf, or even a human, like your people were before the Glimmering Folk perverted you into the horrible beasts you are now?” He held up his paladin band. “Get your targets.”
He left the trackers to recover and entered the Lochenville estate. He’d been told there was one more for him to deal with.
The elf had dragged himself up onto a platform in the water garden. Mister Skinner sniffed disdainfully at the dead fish as he passed the paladins guarding him.
The elf had a great nasty wound in his chest. It would have killed a human, but the ancients had moved the elven heart over to make room for crystals that had replaced some of the less important glands.
“Another failure,” Mister Skinner said, looking down. “You little folks were always better doing the precision work than the manual labor.”
“I can . . . help you,” the elf said, coughing the words out.
“Now, now.” Mister Skinner smiled a friendly smile. “You gave us the Dragon, and you told us where Loch would be. You’ve served your masters well.”
“I can . . . make rings.” The elf coughed again. “Easier than bands. Cheaper. Can make more . . .”
Mister Skinner chuckled. “Now why, little elf, would we want to do that?” He knelt down beside the elf and held his hand. “You make rings, then the price of the paladin bands goes down, and all of a sudden it’s not just the best and the brightest wearing them. You think we want anyone getting one of us? You think we want to ride merchants and bakers and peasants?” He patted the elf’s shoulder. “No, little fellow, we’re fine as we are. And you can just rest easy now.”
Mister Skinner slit the elf’s throat gently. He had always been squeamish about watching animals suffer.

The day of the Republic Festival of Excellence dawned warm and clear, with fluffy white clouds joining the airships in the sky over Sunrise Canyon.
Princess Veiled Lightning watched the canyon as her airship approached. Even in the morning light, it gleamed with its own red radiance. From a distance, the valley looked like nothing so much as a wound upon the land. Near the northern cliff, the new festival ground had been built, a veritable city unto itself with tents and wagons instead of buildings clustered inside the great security fence that crackled, even at this distance, with arcs of pale-blue lightning.
Past the tents and wagons, a great amphitheater had been carved out of the ground. It was a perfect circle, insanely massive in scale, with 128 rows of seats from which the richest and most powerful people in the Republic would watch the contests of skill and strength on the fields in the middle. Veiled Lightning saw a running track, an archery range, and the pale white-chalked outline of a handball square. Near the middle of the field, a large podium stood for the winners to receive the paladin bands they had earned for their skill, and behind it, dead in the middle of the field, a steady red fire fountained from an enormous brazier set into the ground.
She had missed the opening ceremony last night, a calculated move to avoid making the event more political than it already was. A private glamour-screen on her airship had relayed what puppet shows across the Republic had displayed, however—a massive pageant of well-choreographed athleticism and flash. The paladins had leaped and danced with incredible skill, unmatched in so many who were so young. Veiled Lightning had never seen its like.
She was a little unsure why most of the female paladins had been bouncing in such skimpy outfits, but perhaps it was a Republic thing.
Veiled Lightning was a classic Imperial beauty, her face pale but touched with gold where light caught the delicate angles of her brow and cheekbones. Her hair was intricately bound, with two long braids running down either side of her throat and past her bosom. She wore a gown of shimmering red silk, and the Nine-Ringed Dragon, legendary blade of the Imperial family, rode at her waist.
She rested one hand upon the Nine-Ringed Dragon as she frowned at the amphitheater. “I hear they constructed this in only a few weeks.”
General Jade Blossom snorted beside her. She was an older woman whose armor, though enameled black and inlaid with precious stones in the shape of a twining dragon, clanked when she moved with the sound of grim functionality. “Brute work, carving all that out of the stone. Explains why it’s as ugly as it is, then.” She raked fingers through short hair streaked with white. “Any news from your contacts, Highness?”
Veiled Lightning sighed. “No, General. The Dragon requested the young man Rybindaris be given asylum but followed only with silence. From our other friends, I have heard nothing at all.”
Blossom glared at the approaching amphitheater as though she could wring answers from it through sheer force of will. “This feels like a trap.”
“It does. But if accepting the offer brings a chance for more lasting peace with the Republic, what choice do I have?” The last time Veiled Lightning had been in the Republic, she had been chasing Isafesira de Lochenville in an attempt to bring the woman to justice and avert a war. Instead, her efforts had brought that war even closer, and a blast from Heaven’s Spire had nearly destroyed a good portion of both nations.
The floating city hung low in the sky now, directly over Sunrise Canyon, the mirrors along its edges catching the morning light to direct it fully onto the glowing violet stones that held the city aloft.
“I will follow your lead, of course, Highness,” Blossom said with the grim disapproval that only a veteran could deliver.
Veiled Lightning wished, not for the first time, that Gentle Thunder were alive to offer her counsel. She had seen his mutilated body turned into a puppet for a weapon of the ancients, and then cut that body down to bring her mentor and guardian his final peace. She wondered what he would say.
“Isafesira—Loch—will be here when the trap springs, whatever it may be.” Veiled Lightning smiled. “When the time comes, hit whatever she hits.”
“Sounds simple enough.” Blossom grinned. “How long until we land?”
Veiled Lightning checked the paladin band that rode on her forearm, checking the built-in map and timer. “It should not be long now.”

“I don’t even know why they have us patrolling this place any longer,” said Matclar to the other guard beside him as they walked the outer grounds of the archvoyant’s palace.
“It’s where the most important man in the Republic eats breakfast,” said Ruck. “You want to explain why you stopped putting guards outside his bedroom?” They crossed the outside edge of the hedge maze, the gently curving path carrying them past a lovely fountain of Tasheveth. “Plus Archvoyant Cevirt is Urujar. You can’t take guards away. It’s going to look like a race thing.”
“The walls have aural shielding and the strongest security wards the Republic has ever seen,” Matclar said.
“You hear about how that Loch woman broke into the palace six months ago?” Ruck asked. The exact details of this were both classified and hazy, but Ruck had been around for a while, and guards didn’t stay around for a while without hearing things.
“Heard she turned into a fish and swam in through the sewer pipes,” Matclar said. “That’s why we spent two weeks putting shapeshifter wards on all the grates.”
“No, that was a fairy creature,” Ruck said.
“Was she the one who shot an arrow with a rope tied to it over the wall and slid down that way?” Matclar asked. “Because we spent another two weeks lining the walls with crystal amplifiers to increase the height of the wards, and barrier-wards to deflect arrows and whatnot that get fired in.”
“No,” Ruck said again, “I think that was some tinker with one of those trick bows.”
They crossed into the wooded garden behind the main ballroom.
“Well, how did this Loch woman get in, then?” Matclar asked with some asperity.
“Front gate,” Ruck said. “Tried to fake her way in during a party, got herself arrested, and then broke out of the cell.”
“So she’s why we spent two weeks installing double-lock doors with crystal-aura locks in the cell areas,” Matclar muttered.
“That’s not the point.” Ruck stopped and looked out at the garden, which was still shadowed by the flowering trees in the gentle morning light. He thought he’d seen movement at the edge, near one of the trees. It was probably just a swaying branch, but the garden was shady and cool and nice to walk in, regardless.
“Well, what is your point, then?” Matclar asked, following as Ruck strolled out toward the trees.
“You can’t just install more wards and assume the criminals will give up.” Ruck looked through the trees and decided it had probably been nothing. “Criminals want to get in as much as we want to keep them out, and they’ll always try something new. You know what I mean?” He looked behind one last tree, then turned.
Matclar was on the ground, in front of the top half of an Urujar man hovering in midair. “Hey, he’s going to wake up, I promise,” said the Urujar man, and Ruck had time to realize that the man’s lower half was behind some sort of invisible wall—no, not a wall, the side of a ship, just barely visible as the light hit it—as he went for the blade at his waist.
“Arching ardor?” Ruck said for some reason, instead of the shouted cry of alarm he had intended, and as everything went wavy and dark, the last thing he saw was the Urujar man giving him an apologetic smile.

Pyvic found the door, eased it open, and stepped into the enormous room lit by flickering runes on the floor and glowing crystals in the ceiling.
“I cannot believe they simply let you in,” Derenky said quietly behind him.
“I meet Cevirt twice a week. I’m not that big a security risk.” Pyvic scanned the room. The great chasm that yawned across half the floor was still dark, despite there being daylight below them. Not far from it, a waist-high ring of crystal was decked with panes that flickered and hummed luminously.
“This is where you fought the people trying to destroy the Republic?” Derenky asked, following as Pyvic went to the control console.
“This is the place. Archvoyant Bertram was locked into this console. Spines of crystal growing right into his fingers.” Pyvic started working.
“You mean around them, sir?” Derenky asked.
“Into them. Couldn’t tell if it was under the fingernail or right up through the pad.”
“And you’re comfortable using that console, then?”
Pyvic stopped and gave Derenky a look. “Unless you’d like to take over for me.”
“Ah no.” Derenky stepped back, his fingers curling in discomfort. “And you’re certain you know how to redirect the transport rune as your . . . companion requested?”
“Not even a little. But Tern and Desidora can, and they gave very specific instructions.” Pyvic finished pressing crystals, and the console lit up. “Should be ready now.”
The console began chiming.
“Supposed to do that, is it, sir?” Derenky asked with a little smile.
“I strongly suspect not,” Pyvic said, sighing and drawing his blade.
Derenky drew his as well. “Can you at least determine whether it is alerting guards to come to our location or to the location where Captain Loch and her friends will be transporting to the arena?”
“Let’s find out.” Pyvic went to the door, opened it, saw a man in a black coat and a red paladin band reaching for the handle, and stabbed him through the throat. “Good news. It’s us.”
Derenky caught the guard as he fell and eased him to the ground. “We’re sorry,” he said quietly to the man, who blinked in confusion as the life left his body. Derenky shut the man’s eyes. “If we run, the guards may pursue us, but any competent security expert will check to see where the transport rune is set to activate now.” He looked up at Pyvic. “They’ll catch Loch.”
Pyvic had been thinking the same thing. “You draw them away. I’ll get to Loch and buy her time.”
Derenky smiled crookedly. “As soon as the alarm went off, sir, any chance of me escaping through the front gate vanished. At most, I’d be delaying my capture while hurting Loch’s chances of reaching the ground and stopping these creatures.” He stood. “Now if you’d like to stop trying to hog the glory and lead the way, sir?”
Pyvic clapped him on the shoulder. “We get out of this alive, I’m retiring, and this job is yours.”
“Please, sir. I believe I already had enough to get you fired.”
They hit the hallway fast and quiet, blades ready.

“Pyvic will be in the control room,” Loch said to Desidora and Dairy. “If the gate to the Shadowlands isn’t in there, you should at least be able to use the readings to figure out where it might be.”
Desidora nodded. “We’ll find it.”
“Are you sure you want me up here, Captain Loch?” Dairy asked. “If most of the fighting is going to be down there—”
“That’s the plan, Dairy.” Loch smiled. “But you remember my plans, right?” As Dairy smiled and shook his head, Loch glanced at Desidora and added, “Besides, she no longer has Ghylspwr. And while she can take care of herself magically, I’d feel better if she still had a hammer.”
Dairy raised a clenched fist to his heart. “I’ll keep her safe, ma’am.”
Desidora and Dairy headed off down the hallway, and Loch and the others headed into the ballroom. Loch had fought a group of soul-shackled minions in that space once. For that matter, she’d punched out her sister in the garden where they’d landed the ship.
“Place is weird when it’s empty,” Kail muttered beside her.
“Better empty than full.” Loch didn’t look over.
As they left the main ballroom and stepped into a side hallway, a servant carrying an armful of sheets stepped out. She saw them, opened her mouth, said, “Arching ardor,” and fell over.
“Laying it on a bit thick there, are you?” Kail asked.
“She still has her throat,” Ululenia said with a grin that had a lot of teeth in it.
“All right, fair point.”
“Breakfast room isn’t far ahead,” Loch said, and pointed down the hallway. “We can activate the transport runes there.”
The door to the breakfast room burst open, and a trio of black-coated paladins burst out, arms raised.
“Blown!” Loch charged, her walking stick up, and behind her, the others did the same. It was too far, and she knew it, but fleeing wouldn’t get her to the transport runes.
She dove to the ground as a blast of crimson energy cracked past her, then scrambled back to her feet as Ululenia, in the form of a shining white eagle, screeched past her and ripped into one of the paladins, tearing at his face with cruelly barbed claws.
The last paladin aimed at Loch carefully as she got back to her feet, and she dove again, seeing even as she did that he was tracking her movement. Crimson energy cracked out.
Icy leaped across Loch, catching her even before she hit the ground and pulling her away from the blast, and then twisted, taking a glancing blow that still put him down on the ground hard.
A moment later, the paladin who had fired grunted in surprise, a crossbow bolt jutting from his chest. He stumbled and fell, holding on to the shaft, and Loch glanced back to see Tern, pale and grim, standing over Icy’s body.
Ululenia still had one of the paladins, and she was a bear now, ripping viciously at him as he screamed. The other aimed again at Loch, still too far away for her to reach him.
Then Pyvic stepped through the doorway, and his blade took the paladin cleanly across the throat. “Probably want to hurry!” he called.
“I guessed.” Loch turned, saw Kail getting Icy back to his feet, heard the sounds of combat coming from up ahead, and started running again as Pyvic turned and parried a blow from inside the room.
A booted foot caught him in the chest, and he slammed back into the far wall, grunting. Another paladin stepped out, sneering, and Loch slid her blade from the walking stick and across his throat in one smooth motion.
Inside, a justicar Loch vaguely remembered from her brief tenure as one herself stood with one hand pressed to his side, panting over the fallen form of another paladin. Derenky looked up as Loch came in. “Took you long enough.”
Kail came in behind Loch with an arm slung over Icy’s shoulder, half holding him upright. “More behind us!” Tern was supporting Icy on the other side.
Ululenia flapped past them, a small white dove, and landed on the breakfast table, where she shimmered into a human shape, albeit with blood on her face and hands. “Fight or flee?”
“Flee.” Loch stepped to the breakfast table. “Pyvic!” She pressed the little crystal inlay at the seat of the archvoyant in the configuration Tern had told her. “Derenky, come on!”
Pyvic stepped to the doorway. “How long does it take?” he called over his shoulder, still looking out into the hall.
“About a minute.” Tern stepped past Loch and pressed the crystals. “Good. Everyone touch the table.”
“That includes you,” Loch called to Derenky and Pyvic.
“We’ll try,” Pyvic said. “Count us in.”
Loch looked at Tern as the others stepped to the table and laid their hands on it.
“I don’t know,” Tern said. “I’m trying.”
Through the doorway, Loch saw blasts of energy rip down the hallway. Pyvic and Derenky ducked back, and then slashed out at enemies outside.
“Tern, give me a time.” One hand on the table, Loch took a half step toward the door. “Give me a time, and I can help them and then pull back to—”
“I don’t know,” Tern snapped, still looking at the table.
Pyvic and Derenky slashed and stabbed. Loch heard metal tear through leather and grunts of pain.
She saw a blade punch through Derenky’s gut and out his back, and as Pyvic fell back from a blow, her hand came off the table.
“Now!” Tern yelled, and Kail’s hand clamped down over Loch’s wrist.
Loch saw Pyvic look to her, face taut with pain, before a blast of crimson slammed him to the ground, and then dazzling energy flared all around them, and they were gone.




Eighteen
PYVIC STOOD SHACKLED in a cell of the archvoyant’s palace while Derenky lay slowly dying on a small cot against one wall, chained only by one ankle.
“Derenky. I need you to stay awake over there.” Pyvic tested his strength against the shackles for the hundredth time. They were bolted to the wall and showed no sign of breaking.
“We’ve both seen gut wounds, sir.” Derenky wheezed for a moment, then caught his breath. “Remember the enchanted sword case, all the victims impaled? I said if it were me . . .” He paused again, trying to catch his breath.
“You said you’d take the time to write a message in your own blood saying who did it,” Pyvic finished.
“So for the record,” Derenky said, “it was a paladin with a sword.”
Pyvic hung his head and laughed despite himself.
He looked up when the door swung open. One of the black-coated paladins looked at him as though taking measurements.
“My friend here is going to die unless he gets help,” Pyvic said.
The paladin sucked air in through his teeth with a little whistling noise. “You think?”
“Are you certain your master doesn’t want us both alive?” Pyvic asked. “Are you absolutely positive?”
The paladin grinned crookedly. He had a bone structure that bespoke a wealthy upbringing, his skin pale enough that his fine blond hair looked red against his scalp. “You and your pal killed a few of mine before we took you down. You kill the meat while we’re in charge, it kills us as well. You really expect me to look for a healer or a curative charm for him now?” He looked genuinely interested in Pyvic’s answer. “By the way, you can call me Mister Lively. It’s not my real name, but the man in charge felt that occupational names would make it easier for us to move undetected in your world than some tongue twister in a language you can’t speak.”
“Why go to the effort of chaining him in here, if you don’t want to save him?” Pyvic demanded, tugging on his shackles. “Why didn’t you just cut his throat when you took us down? He’s got to be worth something to you!”
“I thought you might like company,” Mister Lively said, still grinning, “at least for a while.”
Pyvic closed his eyes. “He was a paladin himself.”
“I know.” Mister Lively nodded, looking over at Derenky. “Heard he broke the band. You know that also kills the one inside? Ah, they were mad that day.”
“He paid for it himself,” Pyvic said. “Saved up everything he had to buy it.”
“That’s the spirit we like.”
“Then ride him again.” Pyvic looked over at Derenky, then back at Mister Lively, who cocked his head at Pyvic with the measuring look again. “Put another band on him. I bet you don’t even need a healer. The band should make him strong enough to be back on his feet soon enough.”
“Sir.” Derenky’s face had gone gray, and his voice was a whisper. “No. I would . . . prefer to die.”
“But you wouldn’t,” Mister Lively said to Pyvic. “You’d live in slavery rather than die free.”
Pyvic smiled grimly at the ancient. “You can’t escape if you’re dead.”
“And see? Now I know that about you, Captain Pyvic,” Mister Lively said happily. “And I know that you think of humanity as such pretty prizes that the chance to ride one of you is something I should really get excited about.”
“If you don’t like it,” Derenky whispered, “feel free . . . to leave.”
“You think we’re here because we can’t get enough of your skin and hair and secretions?” He walked over to Derenky and crouched down, putting himself eye to eye with the man. “Our world is old. Most of our people are getting sick because the crystals are cracked and the magic is sour. The ones who came through before were the desperate ones, willing to take a chance and forge a new destiny. It’s the same this time, although,” he added with a little laugh, “I like to think we’ve got a better plan this time.”
“So you’re colonists,” Pyvic said. Something in Mister Lively’s body language was off. Pyvic didn’t know what it was, but he did know that he didn’t want the man that close to Derenky. “Or maybe scavengers.”
“Pick your poison.” Mister Lively shrugged. “What matters is that the ones here are either desperate, like those luckless sons of bitches you killed back in the breakfast room, or specialists, like me.” He placed a hand on Derenky’s forehead, gently.
“Get away from him!” Pyvic pulled uselessly on the shackles again.
“You think we’re monsters,” Mister Lively said softly, “parasites. Are you a parasite when you ride a horse? Or when you swing a blade? You sacks of meat . . . You’re a product, you’re a service, compared to us. And we’re just people.”
“Sir . . .” Derenky’s wheezing grew worse. “It would have been an honor . . . to take your job.”
The floor around Mister Lively slid to pitch black, and the legs of the cot turned from wood into silver clawed feet. Derenky’s body shuddered and went still.
“People,” Mister Lively said, “with priests, just like yours. All the priests.”
He looked over at Pyvic and smiled as Derenky’s zombie sat up.

When the flare of light faded, Loch and the others were standing in a grassy field near the warded fence that marked the perimeter of the festival grounds. The air, when Loch could breathe again, was natural instead of the stale filtered stuffiness of Heaven’s Spire, and looking up, she saw the floating city itself directly overhead.
Pyvic was up there now.
“Loch,” Tern said.
“He can handle himself,” Loch said. She pulled her hand free from Kail, then clapped him on the shoulder. “He and Derenky got us down here. They paid to do it. We do them right down here and hope for the best.”
“And hope,” Kail added, “that Diz and Dairy realize everything has gone south and try for a rescue.”
“If they can.” Loch shrugged. “For now . . .” Ahead of them, the tents and wagons formed a great temporary city, and in the distance, she saw the rising hill where the amphitheater had been built. A little to the right was the cliff overlooking Sunrise Canyon, newly fenced for the protection of stupid people who walked near cliffs. “Tern gets the vault door to the processing center open. Icy gets her there, Ululenia buys her time.”
Any who come for us will bleed, Little One, Ululenia said. She had shifted into her unicorn shape, albeit with claws and fangs.
“Kail and I go for whoever has their finger on a button topside. We still don’t know what this great beam of energy is supposed to do.” Loch grimaced, tapping her walking stick on the ground. “Hopefully Tern disables it on her side, and we just encourage them to close the gate once the illusion of the Glimmering Folk has everyone scared. If not, we make sure they don’t activate it.”
“You are confident in your ability to enter the competition area without the appropriate badges or illusions?” Icy asked.
“It’s never stopped us before,” Loch said. “Stay safe.”
She walked off toward the tents and wagons.
“Lot of moving parts in this plan, Captain,” Kail said beside her.
“Just makes it more rewarding when it all works out.” Loch smiled.
“You sounded pretty sincere about Pyvic. If I hadn’t served with you, I would’ve absolutely believed you.”
“I can’t fall to pieces right now, Kail.” Loch grimaced. “We’ve lost Hessler. We’ve probably lost Pyvic. This is a war.”
“I thought it was a job, Captain.” Kail stopped and looked at her hard. “A job where you get what you need, get out, get home, get paid.”
“You moving toward a point?”
Kail nodded at a passing group of young people carrying cups of kahva and Republic flags, and then leaned in as they went by. “Last time things got grim, you hung yourself out to save the rest of us. I’d rather not have to deal with that garbage again.”
Loch nodded, lips pursed. “All right. I promise, I’ve got no interest in getting myself killed. I’ve got way too many asses to kick first.”
“And you’ve got a rich-ass family estate to go back to, and Pyvic isn’t dead yet.” Kail’s eyes hadn’t left hers.
“Also true,” Loch said, and Kail nodded, satisfied for now, and they started walking again.
They reached the edges of the tents. The first ones they found, at the very edge of the makeshift city, were dilapidated but had once been very brightly colored.
“Love tents?” Kail asked.
“Looks like.”
“I heard the competitors had a uniform,” Kail said. “Kind of a robe-shirt thing in the blue and red of the Republic, so . . .”
Loch gestured at the tent. Kail rolled his eyes and ducked inside. He came out a moment later holding a pair of gaudy tops that were either short robes or long shirts.
“The puppets called them a shobe,” Kail said, tossing Loch one of them.
“I’m not calling it a shobe.”
“It’s shirt-meets-robe.”
“I know what it means. I’m not calling it that.” Loch pulled it over her head, realized she had it on backward, and pulled it around to the front with an annoyed yank. It was silky and bright and at least breathed decently, for as stupid as it looked.
Kail tucked his up around the waist. “All right. Uniforms, check.”
They moved on into the makeshift city, past food wagons where morning risers stood in line for meat in a bun or expensive salads kept fresh and cool with magic. Merchants outside tents hawked pins and pennants, sheath-caps and jewelry, all emblazoned with a blue circle lined in red, with a bright-red flame in the middle.
A small crowd had gathered around a puppet show, eating breakfast as they listened. Most wore normal clothing, but there were a few festival tops—which Loch refused to even think of as shobes—visible as well.
“You know,” the manticore was saying with a laugh, “I used to get lost all the time, but with the map enchantment they just released for the paladins, I actually made it all the way to Ros-Oanki just fine!”
“I don’t know,” said the griffon, batting at the manticore playfully, “I was so busy looking at the band that I nearly walked off a bridge that was closed for repairs.”
“Well, I guess they haven’t built common sense into them yet,” the manticore jibed, and the two of them wrestled while the dragon looked on with a flaming smile.
Loch and Kail moved on. As they got closer to the competition area itself, Loch saw more people wearing the same uniforms they had on. Most of them were young people, fit and healthy, probably competing in something athletic, but a few were older or heavier, either there to assist the athletes or competing in one of the academic events. Almost all were white, especially those who already wore the bands.
They were almost to the competition gate when Kail paused, and Loch followed his gaze to see a pair of Urujar wearing the uniforms. It was a man and a woman, the man an enormous barrel-chested brute a head taller than Loch, the woman a tiny thing, nineteen at the outside, with the wire-thin build of a runner.
Kail and Loch walked over. Kail bumped into them. “Hey, sorry.”
“Good luck,” Loch added. Both the Urujar competitors gave them grateful looks and walked on.
“Well, now I feel like an asshole,” Kail said, and passed Loch the woman’s badge.
“If they’d won, they’d’ve gotten paladin bands,” Loch said, clipping the badge onto her front pocket like she’d seen the other competitors do.
Kail did the same. “Oh, come on, like they’re going to let those two win anything?” He started for the gate, and Loch followed. “You know something will slip, someone will get disqualified, and the rich white kid from the important family walks away with the prize.”
“And ends up a helpless thrall of the ancients,” Loch added.
“Yeah, but it’s the spirit of the thing.”
They reached the gate. The two guards on duty were white men. They looked at Kail, and then at the badge with the picture of the enormous barrel-chested man, and then at Loch, and then at the badge with the picture of the narrow-faced girl.
“Question for you,” said the guard, and Loch smiled and nodded while hiding the fist she was making in the sleeve of her uniform. “Do you call that a shirt or a robe?”
“I think it’s called a shobe,” Loch said, and the guards nodded thoughtfully and waved them in.
She and Kail walked in silence until they were out of earshot.
“Gods deliver us from stupid-ass white people,” Kail said with a little smile.
“I hate you.”
“You know, I didn’t name it, Captain.”

“And this,” Tern said, waving around the makeshift tent city, “is our recreation area, where those people who came to view the event but don’t necessarily have access to the amphitheater itself can nonetheless enjoy the festival in spirit and watch glamoured projections of the events at one of several puppet shows!”
Icy Fist nodded politely. Ululenia rode on his shoulder as a small white bird.
Tern’s heart was still an aching wound, but there would be time for tears and lying in bed all day and drinking way too much when this was over. Right now was the only time she might ever have to absolutely destroy the people who had killed Hessler.
In the stories Tern had read growing up, the princesses were motivated by an urge to find a boyfriend or a general heroism or, in some of the more progressive books Tern’s mother had gotten when her young daughter started asking inconvenient questions about why all the guild leaders were boys, an urge to prove that she was just as strong or brave as any man.
Tern had sort of gotten the last one. She didn’t recall any stories where the princess was motivated by absolute bloody-minded vengeance. Perhaps when this was over, she would write one.
“And over here,” she added, pointing to a vendor, “we have a dish that is traditional to the northern Republic, known colloquially as meat on a stick!”
Icy nodded politely again. His hands were clasped together inside his golden robes.
Tern had played “assistant to the Imperial ambassador” a few times before to get them into places. It might not be absolutely necessary right now, but it was at least comfortable. It meant she wasn’t crying or screaming or thinking about killing people.
“Tern,” Icy said quietly, and nodded off ahead to a small but well-appointed pavilion tent of pale lavender. A pair of Imperial flags hung on either side of the door, along with Republic guards.
“Princess Veiled Lightning?” Tern’s heart lurched with a sudden bit of almost childlike happiness, followed by an immediate crushing guilt. “You think we should talk to her? She might recognize me, since we talked a couple of times—”
“She may recognize me,” Icy said, “given that I trained her for several years.”
“You trained her? How did I not know that you trained her? Wouldn’t she have recognized you when we . . .” Tern blinked, thinking it through. “You and she were never actually in the same room the whole time she was chasing us, were you?”
“That is correct.” Icy walked to the tent quickly enough that Ululenia flapped her wings on his shoulder, and then said something to the guards outside with a polite bow. By the time Tern had arrived, one of them was going inside.
“Which name did you use?” Tern asked.
Icy sighed. “Which do you think, Tern?”
“So were you ever going to tell me?”
“I like this life, Tern. On good days, I never even think of the deaths for which I am responsible.”
“You know I’ve killed people,” Tern said. “The Knights of Gedesar, when they were coming at us? I put bolts right through—”
“It is not,” Icy said, quietly but clearly, “a competition. I am not angry at you for defending yourself. I have simply sworn that I myself have killed enough for one lifetime.”
“I thought you were older than me,” Tern said, frowning.
“I am.” Icy looked over in momentary confusion.
“Because you sound like I did as a teenager saying, ‘Fine, then never!’ and slamming the door to my room.” Tern shrugged at Icy’s stoic look. “I’m just saying, you make a big vow like that, someday it comes back to bite you—”
Energy crackled as Princess Veiled Lightning leaped from the tent fist-first and speared her hand into Icy’s chest.

The black-coated paladin paced the hallway outside the cell where Pyvic and Derenky were being held. It was not a formal measurement of distance but a mark of boredom, idly stretching the legs and passing time.
As such, he’d gotten a ways down when he turned and saw Desidora at the far end of the hallway.
Her skin went to alabaster and her hair went jet-black as she raised a hand and hissed, “Die.”
The paladin grinned as her death magic washed over him harmlessly, then raised his arm. “You first.” Red energy snapped out.
It splashed across Desidora with no more effect than her death magic had on him, and the priestess sneered. “Pitiful.” She raised both hands now, curled them into claws. “I will find the weakness in your wards and wrench the soul from its little crystal case.” The floor around her slid to black lined with flecks of silver, and the lamp on the wall fluttered and hissed to blue-green, the casing on it suddenly shaped like an angry gargoyle.
The paladin charged her. Desidora’s fingers clenched, then flared wide, and then curled as though she were trying to untangle the threads of an invisible knot. The air around her crackled, and she bared her teeth in hatred as the paladin closed.
But his wards held against her magic.
Grinning, the paladin took a few more steps, leaped, and caught the forearm Dairy extended from around the corner right across the throat.
Desidora, and the area around her, slid from death priestess back to normal as the paladin slid to the ground, gurgling and holding his neck. Dairy stepped out from behind the corner and put the paladin down for good with a solid punch.
“They aren’t very smart, are they, Sister Desidora?”
“Powerful people don’t really need to be smart.” Desidora smiled at Dairy sweetly. “It is nice when you try, however.”
They walked to the door, which had both a crystal plate and a key lock. Desidora frowned at it. “I cannot pick locks. Dairy?”
“I will see what I can do,” Dairy said politely, and tore the door off its hinges.
Pyvic was inside, shackled and gagged, but otherwise unharmed as far as Desidora could see. Derenky lay unconscious on a small cot against the wall. Pyvic looked up as they came inside, his eyes frantic, and began shaking his head. He pointed at Derenky as Desidora came forward.
“We’ll check him,” Desidora said. “Let’s get you ungagged first.” She loosened the gag enough for him to speak.
“Watch out!” he shouted, and Desidora turned as Derenky slammed into her. She hit the wall hard, tried to catch her breath and her balance, and felt everything slide to the simple black and white of death as instinct took over. She reached out to pluck at the fabric of the soul attacking her—
And found death already there.
“He has a message,” said the zombie of Derenky as its hands closed on her throat. Its skin was pale, only barely dead, but the aura of death around was unmistakable. “Byn-kodar’isti kuru’ur.” Desidora grabbed at its aura, but it was locked or twisted somehow, and she fumbled with it like a thick-fingered girl worrying at the buttons of a new dress. Its grasp tightened, and everything started to flicker at the edge of her vision. “The same words you heard, he heard first. He was forged in the death you met as a lover.”
“Clover with roots intact,” Dairy said, and pressed a small pouch of crushed green into the zombie’s face. The zombie stumbled back, its grip on Desidora falling away as it batted feebly at Dairy, who backhanded it into the wall. “Sorry, Sister. I had to get the right pouch.”
“Not a problem,” Desidora gasped, and with her breath coming easily again, she focused on the zombie. “Forged,” she muttered, and found what she had been looking for. She struck the air with a closed fist, and the zombie dropped like a puppet whose strings had been cut, instantly gone.
“What happened?” Dairy asked. “I thought you could control zombies.”
“Easily, when they are mine.” Desidora let the aura of death fade away, and the world filled with color and life and feeling again. “And a common necromancer is simple enough. This was different.”
“Another death priest, a paladin,” Pyvic said from where he was shackled. “He calls himself Mister Lively.”
“He said he was forged in death,” Desidora mused as Dairy broke Pyvic’s shackles open. “I believe he was a priest of Pesyr before he was chosen. As my power is”—she almost said a perversion, but she had come to a better understanding of herself more recently—“an extension of my abilities as a love priestess, his power is changed the same way. It’s harder for me to affect it.”
“That might explain why the paladins are protected against your magic,” Pyvic added, rubbing his wrists.
“Yes. A priest of Pesyr could make powerful armor. A death priest with the same power could create wards even I have trouble defeating.” Desidora looked over at Dairy. “Also, clover?”
Dairy nodded. “Part of my training in the Knights of Gedesar. Something about it being alive weakens undead. If I’d just punched him while he had a grip on your neck like that, he might have torn your throat out as he fell backward.”
Desidora pursed her lips. “Excellent point.”
“What now?” Pyvic asked. “Loch’s message said that you had something to do up here, but didn’t specify more.”
“Now,” Desidora said, “we find out where the ancients first allowed the Glimmering Folk into this world.”

The stadium floor smelled of grass that was far greener than the normal stuff growing outside. Athletes walked on immaculately swept dirt paths that glowed faintly with the magic of Sunrise Canyon nearby. Some carried long poles, throwing weights, or handball gloves. Others stretched or ran in place. Events were already running, and the crowd cheered as an athlete landed in the sand after an amazing jump, then came back to her feet smiling and waving. Her arm was bare for now.
In the center of the field, Loch saw the podium ready for the people in charge to give the speeches, backlit dramatically by the fountain of fire blossoming from a golden bowl set in the middle of the stadium.
“Tern said that, from the blueprints, that’s not a brazier,” Kail said. “More like a pipe. Leads all the way down to the room with the gate.”
“Seemed a bit much to be strictly ornamental,” Loch murmured, looking up. Heaven’s Spire was directly overhead. “That fire turns from a fountain into a beam, it blasts up and hits the city square.”
“Tern ever figure out what happens when that happens?” Kail asked.
“She wasn’t in a place to study on the flight up.”
“Fair.” Kail sighed. “Hessler was a good man. We’ll raise a wineskin later.”
“That we will.” For now, Loch headed for the fountain of fire.
A matronly white woman in full robes decorated in the same style as the atrocious uniform stepped into their path. “Excuse me, are you supposed to be here?” she asked.
Loch noted the white athletes walking by, talking and laughing, and pressed her lips into a thin line.
Fortunately, Kail was there. “Oh yes, ma’am, we are. They said we were supposed to be near the podium. Last-minute addition to a speech Archvoyant Cevirt is going to give when he hands out the bands, something about diversity and how in today’s Republic, no matter what race we are, everybody’s true colors are red and blue.” He pointed at the logo on his uniform proudly.
The matronly woman blinked. “Well, that is a wonderful message, and a really important one for everyone to be hearing. You just head over there and have a great day.”
“Thank you, ma’am.” Kail smiled and ducked his head as the lady walked off.
Loch started walking again. “I just threw up in my mouth a little.”
“I’m amazed Cevirt didn’t ask me to write his speeches. I’ve got a lot to add.”
“Speaking of Cevirt . . .” Loch made a tiny gesture. As the athletes and coaches and officials began to move to the edges of the stadium, the crowds were clearing, and she could see the archvoyant with a crowd of nobles and important people near the podium. “Come on.”
“Disabling the font is primary, Captain. Lessa-whatsit is the one in charge, and unless he hopped bodies, he isn’t on Cevirt.”
“He’s still the archvoyant. If anybody can get official word out to warn people, it’s him.” Loch gripped her walking stick and tapped a steady beat as she headed toward him.
“You have a way to stop the paladin band?”
“Elf charm. Grabbed one after Pyvic said it worked on Derenky.”
“I heard those were expensive.”
“May have lifted a few things from the Dragon’s manor on my way out,” Loch said, and, as Kail chuckled, added, “Circle around. This works, I free Cevirt and any other nobles in that crowd wearing bands. It doesn’t, get to the font.”
Behind the podium, off to either side of the font, a massive glamour flickered to life. At first it was a pair of black squares, blank to all appearances. Then a gigantic dragon puppet popped into view, the same image repeated on each of the great illusionary screens.
“Welcome back to the Republic Festival of Excellence!” it roared, and the fountain of fire flared brilliantly for a moment as the crowd cheered. “We’ve had some amazing demonstrations by our paladins, and we can’t wait to see what the rest of this great nation’s citizens can do. If you’ll direct your attention to the podium, we’re just a few minutes away from seeing the first lucky competitor get his—or her—new paladin band!”
Loch picked up her pace, her walking stick thumping faster as she hurried toward the podium. Kail headed off in his own direction, leaving her alone. She put a determined and faintly worried look on her face, and the other competitors looked at her in confusion but didn’t stop her as she headed for the podium.
Lochenville. That was what Kail had said to her. Lochenville, and that Pyvic might still be alive. Lochenville, where Tahla had died because Loch had shown up.
And as for Pyvic . . . Loch sighed.
She’d been sixteen when her favorite horse had died. Her parents had asked her and Naria if they wanted to see the body. Naria had wanted to. On some level, Naria had needed to see the horse one last time to really know.
Loch hadn’t. She’d had her share of problems, but false hope had never been one of them, and she’d never seen the point in looking at the dead you hadn’t been able to save. That was the other reason she’d never gone back to Lochenville.
Kail had tried, though. That was something.
She was coming in at an angle, and Cevirt was talking with the nobles. He hadn’t seen her yet. She kept her pace steady, nothing that was fast enough to draw attention.
Ten steps away. Nine.
One of the nobles, chatting idly and pressing buttons on his band, saw her from the corner of his eye and frowned, puzzled, trying to place her.
Eight steps. Seven, six.
Loch smiled and nodded, flipping the charm from one pocket.
Five steps, four. She was into the crowd of nobles, murmuring an excuse as she approached Cevirt.
As she brought her hand up as though about to wave, slim fingers closed over her wrist.
“Ah, Isa,” said Naria as she caught Loch, plucked the elf charm from Loch’s fingers, and danced away, “how can I miss you if you do not stay away?”

“Fool,” Princess Veiled Lightning hissed as Icy Fist curled around the blow, his robes smoking. He spun and landed in a crouch, then parried a chop to his throat. “Her memories tell me of your skills.” He dropped into a crouch, his knee checking a kick to his groin, then rolled away as the Nine-Ringed Dragon sliced through the air where his head had been a moment earlier. “Will you fight her now, or restrain your gifts like the foolish slave you are?”
“Princess!” called a woman with armor and a big sword. “What are your arching ardor?” Ululenia, who had flapped off before the first blow had struck, landed on top of the armored woman, except that she was a bear now. The woman grunted somewhere underneath a lot of white fur.
“Icy!” Tern shouted, and threw a flask at Veiled Lightning’s feet. It erupted into billowing smoke. “Icy, time to go!”
She grabbed him from the smoke cloud, and he pushed her down as Veiled Lightning’s blade hissed past. Then she was running, her steel-toed boots tromping as she beat a path through the tents.
“Are they behind us?” Tern said to Icy, who kept pace beside her.
“Not at the moment, but pursuit will likely follow.” Icy leaped nimbly over a tent line. “She was a paladin.”
“I figured that by the way she talked about herself in the third person.” As they came out into an open area, Tern grabbed Icy, made a turn, and headed into a line of people. “And this is a line for these fascinating outdoor toilets we use here in the Republic, Your Excellence!” she said as they walked through the group. “It’s very cultural.” They came past the line out into the open area near the cliff edge itself. “And this is . . . probably far enough from people that I can stop tour guiding. Did Veiled Lightning have a thing for you?”
No, she likes girls, came Ululenia’s voice, and Tern looked up to see the snowy-white bird winging easily overhead, and as the still-budding flower whose silken petals have yet to—
“And now Ululenia has made it weird with her new sex thing.” Tern jerked her head at the wooden fence marking the cliff they approached. “How do we get down?”
I could simply carry you, Ululenia offered.
“Decent backup plan,” Tern said, “but if there are guards, maybe we lead with something sneakier than a giant eagle.”
Icy frowned. “The fence is recently constructed. Under such a tight schedule, it is natural that . . . there.” He pointed at a pile of leftover planks, and to the coils of rope where the planks had been bound. “Do you remember the trick I showed you, where you hook your ankle through the rope and use it to gently guide your descent?”
Tern reached into one of the many pockets of her brown crafter’s dress and pulled out a pair of heavy-duty gloves. “Let’s find out.”
Icy was almost as good with ropes as Kail at this point, and Tern had tied a few knots in her time. There were several long coils, and they knotted them together. The large pile of planks was heavy enough to serve as a tie-off point, and in just a minute or two, Icy was hoisting Tern and two very long lines of rope over the fence.
It was an exercise in thinking, in problem-solving. Tern was grateful for it. It was a bright thing to keep spinning in her mind, so that the wrenching useless grief lurking at the edge of every thought didn’t have any reason to creep out of the shadows.
“Right on target. Mine’s below us. Couple hundred feet, I’d guess?” She looped the rope through a hook on her belt, and kicked her legs over the fence. The rope dangled down below her in the distance. “Ready?”
“Go ahead.”
If you slip, I will catch you, Ululenia added, unless I have become too depraved due to my weird sex thing.
“See, it starts with the chocolate-covered apples, and noooobody listens . . .” Tern dropped down from the fence.
The rope hissed as it slid through her boots and belt hook. She kicked off the glowing red wall, dropped down a bit more, and landed with her legs against the wall, the rope biting into her gloved hands as she pulled herself to a stop. “I’m good!”
The rope a few feet to her left shook, and a moment later, Icy slid down beside her effortlessly, the line twining between his legs. “Did you remember how to slow your descent by hooking it through your ankle?”
“I think maybe my rope is made from different materials that make it not work for me,” Tern said.
Icy nodded. “Of course.”
Letting the rope slide through her feet and knees and gloves, Tern eased her way down one smooth and easy foot at a time. Her arms and legs began to ache after only a minute, and she sighed, and then thought about how Hessler had asked if she had wanted him to have abs, and then pushed that damn thought out of her head for now because crying was a good way to end up falling to her death and embarrassing herself.
They were perhaps a hundred feet down when Ululenia, flying in lazy circles overhead, said, We may have a problem.
“No virgin princesses nearby?” Tern asked.
Then the rope jerked in Tern’s grasp. She looked up.
The scorpion and the troll were coming over the fence high above them.
“We’re sorry,” the troll said.
“Not murderer,” said the scorpion. “No choice.” With one giant pincer, it began sawing at the rope from which Tern was hanging.




Nineteen
LOCH LOOKED AT the paladins surrounding Archvoyant Cevirt. They were all men in the prime of their lives, healthy and hearty and well dressed in formal suits of black or subdued gray. Each also wore a pin or pocket kerchief emblazoned with the logo of the Festival of Excellence, as well as a paladin band over his sleeve.
The lone exception was Naria, who wore a long backless gown the color of chocolate, accented with a silk wrap done in the Republic’s colors. She wore no paladin band, but her crystal lenses glinted as she held up the elf charm she’d just plucked from Loch’s hand.
“If you’d like to make a purchase,” the dragon puppet roared on both illusionary screens, “contact one of our staff! Items can be brought right to your seat!”
Archvoyant Cevirt smiled at the crowd and then turned to Loch. “We expected you.”
“Lesaguris?” Loch guessed. “I see you’ve picked a new thrall.”
One of the nobles chuckled, and Loch looked over to see that it was the man Lesaguris had possessed earlier. “You think I’d ride the Archvoyant?” he asked, shaking his head. “Guards watching me all the time, meetings over mortal matters, public-speaking events where I hug your children? Do you know how much power I’d have to give up if I became the archvoyant?”
“Actually,” Loch said, “I just wanted to make sure I had the right target.” Her walking stick snaked out, hooked Naria’s hand, and yanked the elf charm free. Loch smashed it open as it hit the ground.
Naria flinched and went stiff, one hand going to her face.
“We did offer you the same upgraded wards we used to protect ourselves, Baroness de Lochenville,” Lesaguris said. “If you’d allowed us to augment your lenses, they’d be working right now.”
Naria turned her head toward Lesaguris. “You understand of course why I chose not to avail myself of your offer.”
Lesaguris nodded in her direction, then turned to Loch. “Mister Lively wasn’t happy when your friend Captain Pyvic used the elf charm against one of us. I’m afraid those are off the table for you now. Congratulations on blinding your sister, though.”
Loch’s grip tightened on her walking stick. “Then we do this the hard way.”
In the stands behind her, the crowd cheered as an athlete did something impressive.
“One against six, Loch? Long odds, even for you.” Lesaguris gave his thoughtful nod. “Besides, it makes for bad visual, half a dozen men beating down one helpless woman. Mister Slant would be so disappointed with me.”
From the corner of her eye, Loch saw movement on the glamour-screens. She looked over to see herself on both of them, looking angry and grim, confronting a group of men who gave her mild and nervous smiles.
“Here’s how this is going to go, Captain Loch,” Lesaguris said in a reasonable voice. “You’re going to get out of the stadium as quickly as you can. If you escape, and that’s unlikely, you can continue your campaign of harassment, and the leaders of the Republic will make sad speeches about crime and bring up tough new legislation that hits Urujar neighborhoods harder than anyone else. If we catch you, everyone in this stadium, and everyone watching the glamour-screens we added to every puppet show in the Republic, will see your reign of terror brought to an end as the dawn of a new, more civilized way of life.”
Loch forced herself to smile and watched as her illusionary self on the screens did the same. “When you put it that way, I’ve got no reason at all to run.”
Lesaguris gave her his thoughtful nod. “I assumed you’d want to minimize the fatalities caused by the horrific attack you and your band of monsters orchestrated.”
With an enormous roar, Mister Dragon flapped into view over the stadium, his red scales shining gold with each flap of his rainbow-glowing wings. The crowd screamed as he let loose a brilliant burst of fire that scorched the top rows of seats.
At this distance, it was almost impossible to be sure, but Loch thought she saw chains of silver about his throat.
“Mister Skinner is good with animals,” Lesaguris said. “Now, it’s coming for you, but it’s going to hurt a whole lot of innocent people on the way.”
The ground underneath Loch began to shake.
“Sir,” Naria said, smiling politely, “was the stadium field constructed using earth-daemons?” Her lenses seemed to have recovered.
Lesaguris turned to her as the shaking intensified. “It was, baroness. Why do you ask?”
“Isa, in her never-ending quest to make as many enemies as possible, has a daemon that wants to kill her. She was wearing a daemon-ward charm to hide herself from it,” Naria said, and then held up a small necklace, “but it seems to have come off when she tried to assault you.”
“Naria,” Loch said quietly, “you’re making a mistake.”
“I apologize if this is too forward,” Naria said to Lesaguris, “but is it possible that Loch’s vicious attack on the patriotic people of the Republic included a daemon as well as a dragon?”
A great rocky fist burst from the earth.
“You know,” Lesaguris said, “I believe it is.”
With a last bitter glance at the screens, Loch ran.

“Crap,” Tern muttered, and Icy first looked over to see if something was wrong with her rope, then looked up, and saw the scorpion and the troll a hundred feet above them atop the fence.
Ululenia dove in with a keening shriek, but before she struck, the troll lashed out with a great ropy arm and slapped Ululenia from the sky. “Crap!” Tern said again.
The troll looked different than she had the last time Icy had seen her. Her skin had a metallic sheen to it, and looked more like a bundle of ropes than anything trying to imitate a person.
Icy only spared her a passing glance, however, because the scorpion was sawing at the rope holding Tern up.
“Crap!” Tern yelled. With one hand, she snapped her belt lock into place, and then kicked off the glowing cliffside toward Icy’s rope.
She was still swinging when the rope snapped.
Icy lunged, threading one ankle through his line as he dove with both hands. He caught Tern’s wrist, and both of them swung back down and bounced jarringly off the wall.
“Crap, crap, crap . . .” Tern worked her free hand through Icy’s rope and hooked her legs around it as well. Icy let go of her other hand once she had herself secure, hooked his other leg through the rope, and did the equivalent of an upside-down sit-up to haul himself upright again.
The scorpion hopped over to the other rope, raised a claw, and then shrieked as Ululenia reappeared as a great white beast that snarled and dragged the creature back out of view. That left only the troll, who took hold of their rope and began to slither down it like a snake, far faster than Icy and Tern could manage.
“Crap.” Icy looked down and saw that Tern had her crossbow out and was trying to aim it up at the troll, but he was blocking her shot. He flung himself over to the side, holding on to the rope with one hand and leaving a foot hooked through to support him, and Tern fired a shot that zipped up, thunked into the troll, and bounced away with no evident effect. “Crap!”
The scorpion leaped over the wall. At first Icy thought Ululenia had flung it from the wall, but then he saw the trail of clear sticky fluid trailing from beneath its tail. The scorpion landed on the side of the cliff, supported like a spider on a line of webbing, and began to scuttle down toward them.
A moment later, Ululenia flapped back up into view, her wings fluttering weakly and with a pale-yellow-green mist coiling around her. For a moment it seemed as though she might recover, but then her wings faltered, and she lurched drunkenly through the air and sailed down past them.
Tern fired another bolt past Icy, and this one hit the slithering troll with a splash. A moment later, another bolt sank into the troll, who caught fire just as she had back in Lochenville.
This time, however, the flames did not seem to hurt her, and the troll paused, flinched, and then slowly began to slither down again.
“Craaaaaaaap,” Tern hissed, and Icy saw that the now-on-fire troll was setting the rope they were hanging from aflame.
Icy pulled himself back in and hauled himself up, hand over hand, as quickly as he could. The troll was coming toward him, and the scorpion was doing the same, and it was going to be a matter of very careful timing.
The scorpion was now lower than the troll, and its claws clicked against the smooth surface of the cliff as it made its way closer to their rope. With the troll above, the scorpion would be free to cut the rope without endangering its comrade, and Icy pulled himself up, braced himself on the wall, and then leaped at the scorpion.
He caught it by the claws, heard it chitter in surprise, felt its web line bounce and flex with the sudden additional weight, and then pulled himself up quickly as the web line rebounded, bringing his body high enough to kick his feet off the claws, lunge up past the stinger, and catch hold of the line of webbing, which was moist but not sticky beneath his hands.
With a shriek of anger, the troll leaped over onto the scorpion’s web line as well. She was still on fire, and whatever the webbing was made from was more flammable than rope, because flames immediately spread up and down the web line.
Icy leaped free as the flames reached the scorpion, and the shriek was cut off by a muffled explosion that Icy didn’t really pay attention to because he was trying very hard to catch the rope Tern was hanging from, and he hadn’t had a lot of power behind the leap.
He made it, caught the rope with one hand, slammed into the wall, and felt his hand, still slick from the scorpion’s web line, slip free. He heard Tern’s gasp as he fell past her, saw the flutter of the rope she had originally been hanging from and which was still threaded through her belt, and hoped she had a tight grip as he grabbed it.
“Crap!” she yelled overhead, and Icy felt her slide, then catch herself, but the slide had thrown off his own grab due to his still-slick fingers, and he threaded one leg through the rope as he fell, felt it catch, and felt Tern catch. Then Icy was hanging upside down, suspended by one leg from Tern’s belt, while she in turn clutched desperately at the rope that was still aflame over their heads.
Looking up—and now slightly dizzy, which was a sensation Icy had thought trained out of him decades ago—he saw the troll clinging to the remains of the scorpion’s flaming web line. The scorpion was gone, and the line itself ended in black charred fragments. Up above, Tern was trying to reach into a pocket and get one of her flasks without losing the grip that was holding both her and Icy up. She got a pocket open, worked the flask out, and then banged off the wall with enough force to jolt the flask from her fingers. “Crap!”
It tumbled lazily past Icy, and he kicked his free leg off the wall, loosened his leg grip on the rope, and caught it between two fingertips. A twist of the leg tightened the rope with a sudden yank that would have pulled a weaker man’s hip from his socket, and Icy flung the flask back to Tern as he swung back down. He saw her catch it and douse the contents over a bolt, after which he hit the wall, almost losing his leg grip. Icy then hooked an elbow through the rope and stabilized himself.
As he looked back up, the troll coiled herself like a spring and then leaped from the flaming web line back to their rope.
Tern’s shot caught the troll square in the torso, splashing inky-black liquid across her body. The troll reached the line, slipped past it with her slippery arms, and screamed as she slid down the wall, leaving behind a trail of black oil. She whooshed past Icy, tumbled free from the wall, and began a long, trailing drop to the ground below.
The troll’s impact on the rope had been minimal, but apparently minimal had been what the rope had left to give, as one of the burning cords snapped.
Icy bounced back against the wall, still upside down, focused his mind to its utmost emptiness, embraced the rope from which he hung and the stone of the wall and Tern yelling “Crap!” above him, found his center, and struck.
His hand punched a chunk out of the smooth surface of the cliff.
He recoiled, focused, and struck again, as another cord snapped.
The third and final cord snapped free, and Icy crossed his arms, plunged his hands into the two handholds he had made, and allowed his body to do what it did best.
Very few people can consciously catch one handhold upside down, then turn right side up while falling, much less two handholds, much less while maintaining a leg grip on a rope from which a good friend is hanging by a belt loop while falling by, banging into the wall, yelling “Crap!” and subsequently bouncing back and forth below.
Icy kicked a foothold into the wall with his free foot, looked down to see Tern dangling alive and unharmed from the rope below him, and took a deep, refreshing breath to relax for a moment before figuring out how they were going to get the rest of the way down the cliff.
In the sudden silence, a strange slapping noise was audible, and Icy looked over, careful not to make any motion quick enough to dislodge his handholds.
A shining white lizard slightly larger than a person was climbing up the side of the cliff, the cups on its wide and padded feet giving it purchase on the sheer surface. A blazing rainbow horn shone on its forehead.
It also had a great distended belly, and a pair of scorpion legs, still twitching, protruded from its mouth.
Ululenia padded up the wall, looked over at Icy with one strangely rotating eye, and said, Next time, may I suggest we use the giant eagle?

Kail was ambling toward the big gold cup with the fountain of fire coming out of it when Mister Dragon roared in over the stadium. As the crowd in the stands began yelling and everyone on the field stopped whatever sporting event they were in the middle of and started running, Kail nodded to himself and rolled out his shoulders.
There were guards at the font, which was bigger than it had looked from a distance, and was indeed set into the ground instead of resting on top of it. The guards were big men, but they weren’t paladins, which was something.
“Stay back!” one of them called as Kail got closer. “This area is off-limits for safety!”
“There’s a dragon, man!” Kail yelled, looking back over his shoulder as Mister Dragon began torching the seats and ripping things up. “There’s a dragon, I can’t go that way!”
“Sir, please, this is a sensitive area!” One of the guards looked nervous, and also didn’t have a hand on the blade at his waist yet.
“Get back or we will use force!” the other one shouted, and he looked more angry than nervous.
“But it’s a dragon!” Kail yelled at the angry one as he moved those last few crucial steps. “And they eat virgins, man, and I haven’t ever told anyone this, but your mother never let me go all the way!”
The big angry one blinked, got it, went for his blade, and Kail punched him in the throat, kicked him in the groin, kneed him in the head, and drew the man’s blade as he fell, bringing it up level with the other guard as his blade was half out.
“Let me be real clear, buddy,” Kail said. “I am not the bad guy here. There’s a dragon attacking, and that ain’t on me. That crowd could use a guard to get people to safety and help the injured right now. That’s a place you could do some good. Right here, all you get to be is the unlucky asshole I took down on my way to stop the bad guy.”
The guard was silent for a moment.
Then he looked at the picture on the badge clipped to Kail’s chest. “That doesn’t even look like you.”
“I’ve lost weight.”
The guard stepped back slowly, slid his blade back into his sheath, and ran off, yelling for people to bring water to put out the fire.
Kail tucked the sword under his uniform and headed the rest of the way to the font.
His job was simple. They still didn’t have the faintest damn idea what the big bunch of energy was going to do when it hit Heaven’s Spire, but the bad guys required three things. They needed Heaven’s Spire in place, which they had; they needed the systems in the processing center down below to send the right energy up, which Tern was going to stop; and they needed the font to focus the energy properly, and wrecking that was Kail’s job.
Many people would be offended when their commander gave them a job that boiled down to “Break this thing,” but Kail was not many people.
“All right, how hard could this be?” he said upon reaching the font. The exterior was taller than he was, and when he hopped up and pulled his head up, he saw that the crimson fire spewing out of the font flowed right along its interior wall. “All right, nothing over there.”
Kail dropped back down and started circling, rapping his knuckles against the golden wall of the font as he went. It was covered with a faint glowing eldritch pattern that looked a little like something you’d find on an old lady’s couch but was probably really dangerous runes.
Kail’s knuckles made a different noise on the wall, and he stopped, looked at the runes, and figured out where in the pattern there was no glowing, because if there was one thing you learned from dating a death priestess, it was that nobody builds a secret panel so that it cuts through the eldritch runes. His fingers ran lightly over the wall, and there was the seam, just barely there.
Behind him, the dragon was burning things, and based on some of the noise, Kail was pretty sure that a daemon was also involved. At some point, those would be his problems.
At the moment, though, eyes closed, he traced the seam and found the one rune that felt different under his fingers, with none of the magical buzz that made his hand tingle. He felt inside the rune until he found the tiny hole.
Then he drew out his trusted lockpick Iofecyl, slid her into the hidden lock, and went to work.
“There we go, baby,” he murmured as something exploded behind him. “No worries here, just me and you.” He raked the tumblers gently, felt a catch, twisted her ever so slightly. “You like that? Yeah, you like that.” He sighed. “Damn it, Tern and Icy are right about this sounding weird, and I’ve got Diz now, and I probably shouldn’t be talking to you like that.” He felt another catch. “I know, baby, I know, but we’ve got tonight, we’ve got this one last time, and no matter what happens, I will never forget what we had.”
The panel clicked open.
“That’s my girl.”
Kail slid Iofecyl back into his sleeve as the panel opened. He’d expected a small access panel like he’d find on an airship, and then some crystals he could pull out and then call it a day.
Instead, he faced a full-size door that opened upon a ladder leading down a narrow hatch lit dimly by tiny glowlamps.
He climbed down the ladder as quietly as only a small man with good boots could, and as he reached the bottom, which was some sort of large underground chamber lined with crystal panels, he heard voices talking.
“Cut to scrying pod four and bring it in,” said the first voice, which sounded quick and somehow distractedly thoughtful at the same time. “We’ve got a lady trying to protect her baby from the flames . . . that’s good, oh, that’s really good, yes, in on her.”
“More flames, Slant?” said the second voice, brusque and blunt. “I can have it—”
“No, I don’t want more flames,” snapped the first voice, presumably Slant. “If the lady and the baby die, everyone gets sick and looks away, and it’s over. I need the lady crying but determined and the baby screaming. Griffon, you’re on, sob story.”
“This is just awful,” came a voice that Kail recognized from every puppet show he had ever seen. “These people came here to see a celebration of the greatest virtues of the Republic, they spent their savings to bring their families, and what we’re seeing here, the lives shattered—”
“Okay, wait, I’ve changed my mind, the baby looks really ugly when it cries,” the first voice said. “Let’s shut it up. Skinner, can you flap the wings or something to shut up the baby?”
“Big noise. Done,” said the second voice.
“Manticore, on the dragon, start spinning motive.”
“The dragon is roaring now,” came the manticore’s voice.
“Good, that shut the kid up. Oh, look at those eyes. That’s good, yes, get the face.”
“It’s unclear how this creature breached the wards,” the manticore added, “but clearly, someone intended to ruin today’s festival and cause as much destruction as they could.”
“I need to send it after Loch,” said Skinner.
“Fine, yes, cut to scrying pod five, stay wide, two, stay in close on the face. I want to see the dragon snarling and snapping.”
Kail watched from the dark little alcove, peering into a room lit only by a dozen giant crystal panes where two black-coated men and three puppeteers, all of them wearing paladin bands, worked seamlessly as they ran the tightest con he had ever seen.
Kail nodded, chewed thoughtfully on the inside of his cheek, and tried to figure out what the hell to do next.

Desidora, Dairy, and Pyvic looked up at the Forge of Pesyr in the temple quarter of Heaven’s Spire. It looked almost dwarven, an angular single-story building whose walls were made from hammered iron and decorated only with rivets. The other temples were all tall and beautiful, graceful structures against which the Forge’s ungainly functionality had always seemed jarring. As a love priestess, Desidora had seen it as a deliberate choice by the smith priests.
Now, she saw it as camouflage.
“You’re sure about this?” Pyvic asked. “Every other deep dark secret Heaven’s Spire has been hiding has been in the archvoyant’s palace.”
“Which is why this one is here,” Desidora said. They’d checked in the control room, and the readings had given her the direction on what she was looking for. Now, standing in front of the structure, she needed nothing but her own senses.
The Forge of Pesyr was built like a safe, and the magic it radiated said the same. It held wards and charms, hammered into place for functionality instead of subtlety, and all of them were double-sided, constructed to keep magic both out and in. Had Desidora attempted to create such an effect, it would have looked like a jumble of hopeful thoughts, dozens of magical forms smothering one another in a chaotic mishmash. Whoever had created these wards was a builder, a craftsman, capable of forethought and discipline and organization and utterly bereft of sentiment.
“Are you all right, Sister Desidora?” Dairy asked, and Desidora smiled.
“The priests of Tasheveth and the priests of Pesyr do not always get along,” she said.
“And this Mister Lively was here?” Pyvic asked.
“He may well be here now.” Desidora shrugged. “It feels like the zombie felt. It is his power and his wards. Come.”
They walked to the imposing double door and swung the knocker, which rang clear like a bell. A moment later, the double doors swung open, and an acolyte of Pesyr looked out at them with a smile, her muscular arms bare and her silk apron decorated with a flaming hammer and anvil. “Greetings, Sister,” she said to Desidora, nodding at the symbol of Tasheveth on Desidora’s robes. “How may I help you?”
“Please tell the master of the forge that a visitor with urgent business says, ‘Ynku hesyur dar’ur Pesyr,’” Desidora said, and the acolyte jumped.
“Oh, of course, please come right in.” The acolyte, blushing nervously, opened the door for them. The aura of magic was almost blindingly bright to Desidora, but Dairy and Pyvic didn’t seem to notice anything. They walked in, and Desidora followed.
The temple was laid out as most temples were, with a large area for celebrations and small alcoves for private matters. Where the temple of Tasheveth had love chambers, however, the Forge of Pesyr held rooms where great works were designed and crafted. Desidora understood that the priests and the guildmasters were in constant negotiations over what was brought out for the public, and when.
The acolyte left them with a blushing apology in the main hall, where ironbound wooden pews looked out upon the obligatory anvil-shaped altar. The walls were lined with great works of craftsmanship, mostly in iron, but with some wood as well, and a few pieces of finer materials. There were blades and shields, horseshoes, gears, and even a large clock.
“They have all those pieces, but no art,” Pyvic said. “Always found that peculiar.”
“The smith priests of Pesyr believe that for something to have value, it must have a practical purpose,” Desidora said. “Nothing in the hall is purely ornamental.”
“Why would they hide the gate to the world of the Glimmering Folk in a temple?” Dairy asked as they waited.
“I’m not sure we’re thinking about it the right way,” Desidora said. “I don’t think they hid it here. I think it was made here. The ancients worship the gods, just as we do, and Pesyr is the god of craftsmen.”
“What better place to create a gate between worlds than here?” Pyvic asked, looking around. “The question is, how do we find it? Can you sense anything magical?”
“Too much, in fact.” Desidora was trying not to squint. Everything was overwhelming, the colors sharp and the sounds ringing. The wards pressed in upon her like blows from a hammer. “It’s . . . very strong, but I think I’m sensing wards that . . .” She squinted, then rested her hand on one of the pews. “They’re trying to reinforce reality.”
“That makes sense,” said Dairy, surprisingly. “The Glimmering Folk aren’t real, not the way we think of it. The wards must help keep the gate to the Shadowlands closed.”
“Then that is what I must alter,” Desidora said, nodding and squinting through the wards whose auras made any other magic almost impossible to see. “We alter these, and the ancients will believe that the Glimmering Folk have returned, that the gate is open.”
“When Loch plans a con, she never aims small,” Pyvic said, and shook his head.
“It must have been hard,” Desidora said, “pretending to mourn her all these months.”
“We do what we have to,” said Pyvic, and smiled. “I miss her.”
Dairy looked at Pyvic with a question, but before he could ask it, several priests of Pesyr came out toward them.
“Is it true?” asked one of them, a tall bald man whose arms showed old scars from years at the forge and whose fire-trimmed silk apron marked him as priest-master of the temple. “You are the one who spoke the words?”
“I am,” Desidora said, “and by ancient treaty, you are bound to hear and obey by the four-and-twenty.”
“Yes,” said the master, “that is what he said, as well.”
“He has been here?” Desidora asked. “What did he do?”
“He asked many questions,” the smith priest said grimly, “and when we did not have the answers he wished, he attacked.”
“What?” Desidora looked around the main hall, which, while not as clean as the temple of Tasheveth, did not have the look of a room that had recently seen battle.
“What sort of weapon worked best against him?” Dairy asked, and the smith priest shook his head.
“Our weapons were useless,” he said, frustration wrought keenly on his face.
Everything was still too bright and too sharp, but Desidora felt something in the auras, something that felt wrong.
“No offense, Your Holiness, but I’m surprised he left you alive,” Pyvic said.
The smith bowed. “He didn’t, my good man. I’m afraid he slaughtered us brutally.”
Desidora realized what the aura meant as everyone in the main hall came at them, death shining sadly in their eyes.

The great hangar door of the mine’s main docking bay was closed, which made it a lot easier to land sneakily.
Tern rolled, sort of, and ended up somehow tangled in about thirty different ropes. Icy came back to his feet with no sign of discomfort beyond doing something to the leg that had been holding her. He might have been popping his hip back into its socket. Tern decided not to ask.
“All right,” Tern said, getting back to her feet. “Elves and dwarves. The data from the Lapitemperum made it sound like they were enthralled, so they’ve probably replaced the golems.”
“Do you believe they will be hostile?” Icy asked.
“No idea. If we’re lucky, they’re just doing their job, and if we don’t bother them, they don’t bother us.”
As the wolf, fangs bared, hackles raised, Ululenia said from beside them. She was in her natural unicorn shape now. Or at least as close to it as she got anymore. Tern thought she looked ready to rip something’s intestines out rather than purify water or make flowers grow.
“Ululenia,” Icy said, “they are slaves. They do not act of their own free will.”
Then we will release them from such a sad state, Ululenia said, looking over at them and smiling fangily.
“I do not believe this is how you would wish to arching ardor.” Icy shook his head, and then stepped back. “Ululenia . . . bejeweled bosom . . . please stop.”
“Hey, listen, it may not even matter, right?” Tern said, stepping between them. “They might not even notice us, and if they don’t notice us, they won’t attack, and then nobody has to rend or tear or anything, right? Right?” She smiled brightly at everyone. “I just killed the hell out of the troll that killed Hessler, and I really thought that was going to make me feel . . . right. I thought I was going to pump my fist and say, ‘That was for my baby,’ only it didn’t work. It was too fast, and I was just scared, and now the troll is gone, and the man I love is still dead anyway, and I’m grappling with a lot of disappointment right now. The only thing letting me hold it together is getting this job done, so we are going to go in there and hope the elves and dwarves ignore us, and if they attack, then we’ll worry about it then, okay?”
Icy reached out and put a hand on Tern’s shoulder. “I am sorry.”
As am I. Ululenia’s mental voice was quiet. I will . . . yes.
“Good. Yeah. Good.” Tern marched forward to the hangar door. “Gods willing, we have nothing to worry about.”
She pulled it open, revealing the hangar inside, full of crystals of all shapes and sizes spread out in organized patterns on the ground.
All the elves and dwarves in the entire world looked up from the work they were doing, saw Tern and Icy and Ululenia, and drew their weapons.
“Well, son of a bitch,” said Tern.




Twenty
LOCH PLOWED INTO a group of running people, knocked them aside, and got away from them as quickly as she could. All around her was screaming and smoke and fire.
“LLLOKKK!” came forth in a roar, and Jyelle the earth-daemon stomped after her former captain, smashing aside anyone luckless enough to be in her way.
Loch cut across the field, where there were fewer people, and then pivoted and dove as a blast of fire scored across the green grass in front of her. Up in the sky, Mister Dragon roared.
“Now look at this!” the manticore said up on the glamour-screens. “There’s a woman down there, an Urujar woman, and it looks like she’s directing the dragon and the earth-daemon as they continue their rampage!”
Loch hit a sand court with a pair of narrowly spaced bars where acrobats had competed moments ago. She leaped onto the sand as flame ripped across the grass behind her, saw a young woman hiding by the post holding up one of the bars, and changed direction, stumbling in the sand.
Jyelle stood in front of her on the grass. “LLOKK.” She had already pulled herself into a humanoid shape, and even had a definable feminine form, albeit one made of dirt and grass. “YOOUU CANNNNOTT RUNN.”
“Yes, this woman is clearly commanding the daemon, as we can see from this angle,” the griffon said on the glamour-screens. “At this point, taking down this woman may be the only hope of stopping these deadly attacks.”
“You ever get tired of killing people, Jyelle?” Loch saw that the young woman by the post had gotten clear of the immediate danger.
“DOO YOOUU?”
Jyelle came in swinging, and Loch stepped in and caught the great earthen arm in the hook of her walking stick. She pivoted, twisted, hurled Jyelle into the sand where she’d been standing, and then dove to the side as the sound of the flapping wings overhead turned into the quick whip-whomp she’d learned to expect.
A gout of flame ripped down where Loch had been standing, sizzling into Jyelle, who roared in pain and crashed back into the sand.
Loch hoped the young woman was far away by now. She hoped everyone was far away by now. And except for occasionally getting the two things chasing her to trip each other up, there wasn’t a damned thing she could do about it.
She was poison, and anything near her was going to get killed.
Glaring up at the dragon and down at the scorched but still-moving Jyelle, Loch turned and began running.
Right now, that was what she could do.

The elves in the mine’s docking bay had knives. The dwarves had hammers or picks. All of them had blank looks of mindless obedience as they held up their weapons and came at Tern, Icy, and Ululenia.
As the queen who eats her mate when she has finished with him, Ululenia’s voice rang in Tern’s mind, I am sex and death, desire and destruction. They will die in ecstasy, knowing that I was their fulfillment, my pleasure their end.
Tern turned to Ululenia and slapped her sharply across the face. “You are a nice unicorn and a pretty unicorn, damn it! Now knock them out with your mind thing and get to the damn processing center!”
Ululenia was silent for a moment, and Tern wondered if this was the moment when it all finally ended.
Then she said, You are brave, little human. It amuses me.
Ululenia’s horn flared, and the elves and dwarves all stopped, swaying in place. Their jaws hung slack, but their weapons were still raised.
“I suspect even she cannot confuse the minds of so many for long,” Icy said. “We must hurry.”
He took Tern’s hand and pulled her through the crowd. There were too many of them to completely avoid, and Icy moved the workers aside gently. They stumbled when he did, but did not fall, nor did any of the benumbed react from bumping into each other.
I can feel them all, Ululenia said, and Tern thought optimistically that she sounded a little more like herself. They are enthralled, dominated by old magic. It has coiled around them as the serpent takes the hare, tighter and tighter, not to kill, but to break the breath of their minds until only servitude remains. And, damn it, now she sounded sexy again.
Icy gently pushed a dwarf aside. “Can you sense the source of that control?”
I could, Ululenia said, if I crawled into their minds, just a little more, and caressed their cravings, pushed their pain, drank of their dreams, just a little.
Every dwarf and elf in the room let out a long, slow breath.
Then as one, they said, “Arching . . .”
“That is not necessary,” Icy said quickly. “You are doing well, and as your friends, we appreciate your help, Ululenia.”
“Just hold them still,” Tern added.
Hold them . . . still.
“. . . ardor,” every elf and dwarf in the room said.
Icy gave Tern a worried look.
The double doors were open, and Icy and Tern stepped through, into the upper level of the mine itself. To the right, mine carts filled with red-glowing crystals sat next to the mine leading down to the tunnels. Over to the left, the giant yvkefer door to the processing center had been repaired and a massive new lock held it shut.
“Guess I’m on.” Tern pulled out her safecracking tools, plugged her stethoscope into her ears, and held it to the great lock.
“Bejeweled . . .” said every elf and dwarf. Tern looked back over her shoulder. They were not coming after Tern and Icy, but they had all turned around to look.
“How quickly do you believe you can bypass the lock?” Icy asked.
“. . . bosom.”
“Working on it.” Tern wedged a pry bar into a seam and popped the panel off, revealing a lot of crystals and metal plating. “Dwarven, basically, but with more enchantments than they’d use. Fail-safes too. I trip anything wrong, the entire deal slams shut, and we spend a week burning through the door.”
They want to be free, Ululenia said in Tern’s mind. Tern heard the clopping of hooves as the unicorn, or whatever she was now, came through the docking bay. They would prefer death. I would be doing them a kindness to oblige . . . and I would be very kind . . .
“Consider haste,” Icy murmured.
Tern tapped a crystal-tipped pick against the door itself, brought another crystal pick toward one of the plates, and listened carefully. “Haste isn’t happening, Icy.” She started at a metal clank behind her, but it was only the mining lift heading down, presumably to pick up another load.
You cannot fight your nature forever, Ululenia said, her hooves clopping as she left the crowd and came to Icy and Tern. You could not, could you, Laridae? The girl who wished for a life different from that of a guildsman’s daughter?
“Curling . . .” said the elves and dwarves. Tern glanced over and saw that their arms hung slack. All of them were sweating. She went back to testing the harmonics on the crystals and tried to go a little bit faster, which was always a good idea when safecracking.
“This is not you, Ululenia,” Icy said. “I know who you are. You do not kill for pleasure.”
You did, Unstoppable Deferential Fist. Ululenia’s voice seemed honestly sad. Now you try to live a different life, but when you watch your friends fight, your mind walks through how you could have done better. Is it not exhausting? Do you not wonder how much more you could you be if you did not spend every waking moment fighting who you are?
“. . . caress.” The elves and dwarves moaned a little after they said it.
“This is the magic of the dark fey,” Icy said, “and not a choice you made. I will accept exhaustion if it stops me from being corrupted by something I do not wish to be.”
Tern tapped a crystal panel gingerly, heard it chime, and slid a pick into the lock.
Do you not see? I wish to kill you, Ululenia said, and I can fight that, because as the salmon knows her spawning grounds, I sense the friendship that was once pure and simple between us. But these creatures would kill me. They are prey.
“Nice unicorn,” Tern muttered as a crystal panel shifted from red to green under her touch. “Pretty unicorn.”
“Decadent . . .” There was definitely moaning among the elves and dwarves now.
“Do not,” Icy said, “please.”
They will die knowing pleasure most only dream of, and their deaths will sate me. It is a good bargain, Unstoppable Deferential Fist.
“. . . desire.”
Icy stepped away from Tern and put himself between Ululenia and the crowd.
“My name,” he said, “is Icy.”
The mining lift clanked again behind Tern as it came back up.
“Your beast has been corrupted,” said a rough voice by the lift. “It will be tamed.”
Tern looked back from the door she was working on with a tiny sigh.
Four Hunter golems rose up in the mining lift, their fairy-killing spears and magical nets ready for battle.

Growing up, Kail had liked chatting with the puppeteers after the show. They were genial men who liked entertaining crowds and saw a lot of the Republic in their travels. Kail had loved the griffon puppet because it was nicer, on balance, to Urujar, and the dragon puppet because it breathed fire, and breathing fire was cool.
Kail had always known that the puppeteers worked from a script sent down from the heads of the puppeteer’s guild on Heaven’s Spire, but he suspected that actually capturing the words of one central puppeteer and transmitting the message across the entire Republic was new.
None of that was good, and, more importantly, none of it changed the fact that Kail’s actual job was to disable the part of the font that directed the flow of energy up to Heaven’s Spire, and that job had not accounted for there being five people wearing paladin bands that Kail had to get through to do that.
The room had no overhead lamps. All the light came from the dozen giant crystal panes the five paladins were looking at. Six of the panes showed views of the stadium, where a dragon and a daemon, presumably Jyelle, were chasing Loch and generally wreaking havoc. Other panes displayed what the puppet show looked like to everyone in the Republic, along with a bunch of charts and graphs with colored bars on them that Kail recognized from his airship-piloting experience as a general “Hey, how are things going, is anything going to explode?” readout.
“I can’t very well sell Loch as the mastermind if the dragon keeps attacking her, Mister Skinner,” said Slant.
“The beast doesn’t like taking direction,” Skinner said, sounding annoyed. “You want me to kill her, you want me not to kill her, make up your mind.”
“I want struggle,” said Slant. “Have it burn down part of the stadium, could you? Scrying pod four, replay from two minutes ago? Griffon, history of the festival and apologize for the Urujar, go.”
“Fine,” Skinner muttered. “Starting to leave the stadium, though. Can’t direct what I can’t see.”
In front of the crystal panes, Kail saw control consoles that, as far as he could tell, nobody was using. The puppeteers were working their puppets, and Slant was working his paladin band, tapping at buttons and looking from pane to pane.
“Yes, yes, there, see, we’ve got a little smirk from Loch when she talks to the daemon. We zoom in on that, and cut from pod two, dragon burning down the seats, to the replay on pod four, her smirking, on my mark. Oh, look at you, little warrior woman, just a little too much confidence in your face. Nothing the crowds hate more than a woman who doesn’t keep her head down.”
“For those of you just joining, the Republic Festival of Excellence has been interrupted by a vicious attack,” the griffon said somberly. “Originally intended as a celebration of the capability for anyone in the Republic to achieve greatness with hard work and perseverance, it has instead become a sad example of the violence embraced by those who believe the rules don’t apply to them.”
“Aaaaaaaaand mark. Manticore, ready on counterpoint.”
Kail watched as the dragon destroyed a section of seats with too many damn people in it, and then the glamour-screens cut abruptly to Loch smirking.
“It’s important to remind all viewers that there are countless Urujar in the Republic who wish only to live in peace and work like any other citizen,” the griffon went on, “and an attack by one unbalanced individual cannot, and must not, be taken as a true representation of the rich culture that our Urujar friends bring us.”
“Well, I don’t know.” The manticore swished its scorpion’s tail, getting ready to attack. “You look at the crime statistics, and criminals are disproportionally Urujar.”
One of the panes abruptly flared white, and then went black. Slant swore. “Damn it, we lost five, play back on one.” A different pane began to run backward, which made Kail’s head hurt a little bit, but Slant was nodding. “Ah, wizard. Casts a spell at the dragon, catches scrying pod five . . . here.” In the pane where Slant pointed, Kail saw a man in robes fling out his hand, and little sparkling motes flared out in a cone. They caught a small crystal mote in the sky, and the mote exploded with a brilliant flare of energy that knocked everyone up in the stands backward. “Pull the pods back from the dragon in case anyone else gets ideas. I’m down to five, and I said I needed a full dozen, since the slightest bit of magic makes the damned things turn into a giant light show, but no, this place has half its damned crystals devoted to channeling the font at the key moment, so I only get—”
“Fine,” said Skinner. “Going up. Hard to see the beast now.”
“And kill that wizard, would you?” Slant added. “I’ve got a Heroes in Tragedy segment planned later, but I need guards for that, not wizards. Nobody likes wizards.”
Kail slid into the shadows as Skinner came toward him. There was a section of wall that bubbled out, probably to make room for the giant gout of fire on the other side, and he pressed himself to it.
Skinner didn’t even look as he stomped up the ladder, muttering to himself.
Four, then.
Kail looked at the panes that had the readouts instead of the pictures. Some of them were tied to a little map, and one pane in particular was lit up with a little fire icon. That looked promising.
“I don’t think this is the time to be talking about Urujar committing crimes,” the griffon said, raising its claws and ready to fight. “This is a lone individual, and if it were a white man, we certainly wouldn’t—”
“But most white people don’t commit crimes,” the manticore insisted, leaping at the griffon. The two of them thrashed and rolled, wings flailing wildly. “It begs the question of what’s wrong with Urujar culture that is creating so many criminals!”
The pane with the fire icon was off to one side, actually close to the ladder. Slant and the puppeteers weren’t even looking at it.
“More fire, more fire, keep the idiotic yelling going there for a minute, and I’ll have a splash for you,” Slant said absently.
Slowly and quietly, Kail crept toward the pane with the fire icon.
“The Urujar culture was devastated by slavery,” the griffon cried, throwing the manticore free, “and when you factor in socioeconomic status, they are no more likely to break the law than any other group!”
Kail reached the pane, and very quietly started pressing buttons. The console below hummed, and a crystal popped out of a slot with a little chirp. Kail pressed some more buttons, then moved to pull the crystal free.
“Wait!” Slant cried, and Kail froze, then looked over.
The blond man was looking at one of the panes. “There, there, we’ve got an Urujar and a white man pulling an injured person to safety. Get in on that, get me their faces, can we get names? I need names.”
Kail pulled the crystal free, and very quickly pressed the button that overrode the warning signal that would tell everyone that the font wasn’t going to correctly shoot a giant beam of energy at Heaven’s Spire anymore.
“Slavery was a long time ago!” the manticore growled. “Nobody still alive ever owned slaves or was a slave, and it’s long past time that we stopped using it as a go-to explanation every time an Urujar citizen does something wrong.”
“But you cannot let the people who refuse to recover poison the rich traditions that others can bring!” the griffon said, pouncing again. “I mean, look at this, look here! We’ve got an Urujar athlete and a white athlete working together, risking their own lives to pull someone away from the fire.”
“Names and intel on your bands,” Slant said, “spin family as the compromise.”
Slowly and easily, Kail stepped back from the pane toward the ladder and freedom.
“That’s Tierra Merchel from Ros-Oanki,” said the manticore, shoving the griffon away, “a fantastic gymnast whose parents reportedly moved to Ros-Oanki and worked tirelessly to give their daughter the chance to realize her dreams.”
Kail crept back into the safety of the shadows, breathing a tiny sigh of relief.
“I think it has to come down to family,” the griffon said, no longer attacking. “Urujar or white, the children who grow up to be successful are the children whose parents take the time to raise them properly.”
“I completely agree,” the manticore said, “and you know, it’s great to see Tierra here, doing her people proud, and you have to think, how much different would her life have been had she been raised by someone less caring, someone like that Tressa duQuaille from a few weeks ago, the tax-dodging lady?”
Kail stopped.
“Oh yes, I mean, a woman like that is setting a bad example for Urujar everywhere,” the griffon said, “just like the woman attacking the stadium here today.”
Kail turned.
“If the Urujar want to stop people from treating them badly,” the manticore said, “we need a lot more Tierra Merchels and a lot fewer Tressa duQuailles, if you know what I mean.”
“Nobody . . .” Kail said as he raised his hand, boot knife ready.
Slant and the puppeteers turned.
The knife in Kail’s hand flew end over end and smashed into the main crystal pane, shattering it with a flare of crackling light and a burst of smoke.
“. . . talks trash about my mom.”
He saw four paladins staring at him, openmouthed, and decided that it was probably a good time to run.

As zombies went, those of the smith priests of Pesyr were particularly hardy.
As Dairy charged into them, fists flying, Desidora tried to force her eyes to see through the painful abundance of magic here in the temple. That had been part of the trap, she realized, using her sensitivity to auras against her.
It was like trying to read a letter written in fine print while someone shoved a blazing torch in her face, and she squinted, her head pounding, and grasped at the weakness she had found before, in the zombie Mister Lively had made from poor Derenky.
These were different. Their wards were stronger, reinforced and overlapping one another like the scales of a fish, so that no one area showed a gap Desidora’s magic could exploit.
“Desidora?” Pyvic shouted. He had grabbed a huge sword from the wall and stood by Desidora’s side, keeping the zombies away with great sweeps of the massive blade. “What’s wrong?”
She stared at the zombies. “Nothing is wrong.”
She let the death aura take her, deeper than she had gone in recent memory, deeper than any time since that terrible day when she had nearly killed Kail. There were times when the only way to fight power was with more power.
When she opened her eyes, the auras were still there, still bright, but the light no longer hurt her eyes. The wrought-iron walls had all rusted and sprouted spikes, as had the banding on the pews, which were now carved bone instead of wood. Every decorative piece on the wall was jet black and inlaid with runes of cold silver.
Her skin was the dead-white moon against the starless night sky of her hair and dress.
“Hear me, fallen of Pesyr,” she said, and her words were the wind between the stars. “I am the chosen of Byn-kodar. I am the keeper of death.”
“So is he,” said the master smith sadly as he kept coming.
“Then it is time that he learned not to bring zombies,” said Desidora as she curled her fingers into claws and raked them up into the air. Every zombie in the temple shuddered as her power ripped into the scaling wards around them, bending the wards out of place—“to a fight”—she speared her fingers forward and her magic stabbed out, through the little gaps her raking strike had left in their wards, and every zombie went still—“with a death priestess.”
She flicked her fingers as though clearing a bit of unwanted dirt from her nails, and the zombies fell, broken and dead.
“Pitiful,” she hissed, and then caught herself, because that wasn’t who she wanted to be, and let the death fade away from her, let the color and the feelings come back, at least mostly. She left just enough of the death aura around her to be ready if another attack came.
“Sister Desidora?” Dairy asked.
“I’m all right.” She closed her eyes, inhaled deeply through her nose, and when she opened her eyes again, it was true. “Thank you. This Mister Lively is very good at shielding his auras.” With the aura of death mostly gone, she looked at the temple. It was strewn with bodies, young and old, senior smiths and junior acolytes, all of them dead and gone now. “Such a waste.”
“This is why people are afraid of death priests,” Pyvic said softly.
“Why would he do this?” Dairy asked. “He was a priest, just like them, wasn’t he?”
“He is an ancient,” Pyvic said. “We’re not people to them. We’re animals, something you ride or eat or wear as you need without a second thought.”
Dairy frowned. “Animals don’t worship the gods, though.”
Desidora raised an eyebrow. “How do you know?”
“Be careful of your answer,” Pyvic added with a grin. “You might find yourself having a harder time eating meat afterward.”
Dairy didn’t smile back. “I guess we should look for the gate,” he said, and began to walk along one of the walls, squinting up at the items hung there.
“Any ideas?” Pyvic asked.
Desidora squinted through the glare of the magic again. “It’s bright. Very bright. These wards are new.” She looked at Pyvic. “Lively put these up himself.”
“Why?” Pyvic asked, frowning. “To stop us, you think?”
“It’s because the gate to their world is open,” Dairy said, not looking back. “First, this gate opening is what scared them into leaving last time, so they want to make certain that it doesn’t happen again. And second, each gate is like a dent in a suit of armor, only the armor is the walls of the world. The first dent makes the armor weaker against the next one.”
Desidora raised an eyebrow. “That’s very insightful, Dairy.”
He looked back this time, smiling shyly. “I studied some of what magic does in the Knights of Gedesar, and Mister Dragon let me read some of his books. I . . . wanted to know what I am.”
“I think the younger version of yourself would say that you are you,” Desidora said, smiling back, “and that is all that matters.”
He laughed. “You’re probably right.” He reached the edge of the wall and turned to the anvil-shaped altar. “The altar is very clean.”
“Most priests don’t let their altars get dirty.” Desidora tried to feel through the auras, looking for anything that seemed out of place. The problem was that everything was out of place.
“No,” Dairy said, “I mean that . . . I used to watch the smiths at the farm where I grew up. A real anvil has lots of little scuff marks on it from the hammer and whatever is being forged on it.”
“Yes.” Desidora nodded. “They don’t actually use it as an anvil, though. It’s ornamental.”
Then she got it.
“And the Temple of Pesyr,” Pyvic said, nodding in approval, “holds nothing that is purely ornamental.” He strode up through the pews to the altar, where Dairy was already looking at it. “You’ve found our gate. Loch would be proud.”
Desidora blinked through the magic, then let a little more of the death aura wash back over her to fight through the glare as she headed toward the altar as well. It had no particular aura around it, but in a room filled with overwhelming magic, that in itself was peculiar.
Dairy’s brow furrowed in a thoughtful frown. “Captain Pyvic, that reminds me of something I wanted to ask earlier. You said that you missed Captain Loch.”
Pyvic raised an eyebrow and looked from the altar to the young man. “I’m not sure me wishing the lady I love was here matters right now, Dairy.”
Dairy shook his head. “No, you said you missed her, and when I talked to Loch one time, she said that you and she were both scouts, and scouts never said that they missed one another.”
“Oh.” Pyvic laughed and clapped Dairy on the shoulder. “I can see how it would be confusing if Loch explained it that way. The truth is . . .”
His fist slammed into Dairy’s gut.
Desidora froze, then broke into a run.
“. . . that you shouldn’t be asking stupid questions like that in the first place,” Pyvic said, still in the same friendly conversational style, as his elbow came up and then slammed down onto Dairy’s back. The young man fell, tried to push himself to his feet, and then collapsed, groaning. “You were my creation, son.” He hauled Dairy up with one hand and slammed him across the anvil. “Your job was to let us back into this world, and then die. Your friend Desidora fouled my plans.”
His fist slammed down onto Dairy’s chest, smashing the young man into the anvil, and a noise like a great bell rocked the temple. Desidora staggered as a wave of sheer power crashed into her.
“But since you’re so intent on learning about the Shadowlands . . .” Pyvic went on, and brought his fist down again. Again, magic blasted out from the impact, and Desidora fell to her knees. Dairy seemed smaller on the altar now, or farther away. “. . . why don’t you take a good close look?”
Pyvic brought his fist down one more time, and this time Desidora fought through the wave of magic that smashed into her.
But it was too late.
The altar was bare as Pyvic turned back to her, smiling.
“Smith Lively of Byn-kodar,” he said, and tore off the sleeve of his shirt to reveal the paladin band glittering on his upper arm. “A pleasure to meet you, Sister.”

The Hunter golems rose up in the mining lift, and, just like that, everything was clear for Ululenia.
Indomitable, Tern, you will deal with the children of the ancients, she said, and she let the elves and dwarves slip from her grip. And if there is kindness within you, do not tell Dairy what I became.
Then she charged.
They were hunters, pursuers, stalkers, as wolves or great cats or the fox after the rabbit. They were vicious, and they were deadly.
So was she.
They brought their spears up to meet her charge, but they were slow, surprised, and she didn’t hit them in her normal shape, but instead slunk through their lines as a shining white weasel, then ripped out the leg of one Hunter as a wolf, and then darted up as a hummingbird as their spears came down.
She was the terrible pain whose beauty made it worth the risk. She was the fairy mistress who lured the innocent away and sent them back as old men. She was sex and regret and all the unfair lessons of nature.
She flexed her power, in the air over the Hunters, and a vine, dark and thorned but good nevertheless, sprouted from the wall, coiled around the control lever for the lift, and pulled it back to descent.
She smashed back down into them as a great white bear, and their spears raked her hide, and it hurt, it burned like fire, but at least it was an honest hurt, and she roared and ripped and tore with fangs and claws as the Hunters swarmed around her.
The fight was too much for the old lift, and something snapped. She felt it as the Hunters did, and was at once the hummingbird again, but as the lift fell, a silver net flew out and fell over her, and its poisonous links wracked her with pain. And she fell, just as the Hunters did, as the lift rattled and bucked and slid and finally crashed, far below.
The impact shocked and bruised her but also flung her free, and as she landed, she was herself again, or what she was now, anyway. Not a unicorn but a nightmare, her clawed hooves and fanged muzzle things of terror instead of beauty. She shrieked out a challenge to the Hunters, and they rose to their feet, shaken and battered but still ready to fight.
She had forgotten the kobolds, the little magical fox people of the mine. They lurked at the edge of the cavern, slipping into the walls as easily as shadows, clearly afraid.
She imagined the taste of their throats, crushed in her jaws, and then shook her head and looked back to the Hunters. There was no life in them to steal, but they were the enemy. The little kobolds were not.
If she were to die, she would do so fighting those who deserved it, red in tooth and claw.
She lunged, slashed, ripped.
They were fast, even battered and broken as they were, and she smashed one apart, but the others sent spears into her flank, and she kicked and clawed, but they danced away. The pain was an all-consuming fire, burning away the magic that would let her shift and change, and so she stayed the monster that she was, and shrieked another challenge, and as two of them came at her, her clawed hooves struck down their spears, and with her jaws, she ripped one of their heads off.
The third sank his spear into her side from behind, and she screamed and kicked, and though she sent him skidding across the floor, he had struck deep, and she staggered, her back legs weak and shaky.
The one before her leaped upon her and grabbed at her throat, and as pain burned across her, she realized that he was using his tangled net to choke the life from her. She reared, but it was too much, and she stumbled back, crashed into the wall, and fell.
It all hurt so much. It hurt enough to drive away the ugliness that had turned her into something else. Her horn flickered and went dark, but it took the claws with it, and Ululenia turned away, curled in upon herself, and tried to remember the happy bright days in the forest one last time.
Arms grabbed at her from all sides, pinning her to the wall, and then everything went black.




Twenty-One
TERN WATCHED ULULENIA and the Hunter golems disappear into the red-glowing darkness of the mine below.
For a moment, the elves and dwarves were silent, neither moving nor making the ugly noises they had made while Ululenia had held them in thrall.
Then, as one, they slowly turned back to Tern and Icy.
“I was really hoping the Hunters had been controlling them,” Tern muttered.
She looked back to the lock. She’d made some progress, and in another five or ten minutes, she would have the damn thing open, assuming that the mind-controlled elves and dwarves gave her time to work instead of brutally hacking her to bits.
“They are not in control of themselves,” Icy said as they started to come forward, knives and hammers raised.
“Nope.”
“I cannot kill them, Tern.” Icy looked over at her, his face tight with anger. “I cannot.”
Tern nodded. “I’m not asking you to.”
She lifted her crossbow and slid in a bolt whose head was bright red and filled with explosive powder. “Run. I’ll buy you as much time as I can.”
Icy looked at her in shock. “Tern—”
“Damn it, Icy, get out of here.” Tern cranked the winch to ready her shot. “I can maybe burn them down if I use enough fire, but I can’t do it while worrying about you. You’re not a killer. You can’t do this.”
“Tern, you helped me convince Ululenia to spare them—”
“Ululenia wanted to kill them, Icy.” Tern raised her crossbow as the elves drew closer. “You think I want this? I want to get through that door and save lives.” She took a few steps back. “But in order to do that, I need these people not to hit me while I crack the lock.” She aimed, doused the head of the fire bolt with the accelerant, and gritted her teeth as her finger tightened on the trigger. “I’ve got no way to do that without killing them.”
“I do,” said Icy, and stepped in front of her.
The first elf stabbed at him, his motions fast but mechanical.
Icy checked the knife with the palm of his hand, chopped down on the elf’s wrist to send the weapon skidding away, twined his body around the elf’s outstretched arm, and threw the lean figure into a group of dwarves.
“Finish with the lock,” Icy said, as he caught a hammer and twisted it from the grasp of the dwarf who had swung it. “Neither we, nor they, will die here.” He ducked under the dwarf and spun into a hip throw that sent the dwarf gently to the ground, tripping others as he rolled.
Tern put her crossbow down and went back to the door, trusting that Icy was too busy not-killing-people to see her smile.
She worked the lock carefully. It was high-grade dwarven security augmented by newer crystal enchantments that had to have come from the ancients. She bypassed the primary fail-safes by convincing the lock it was already open, which was great except for how it made the lock not want to then actually open, and she had to get around that by manually working the tumblers with enough force to overcome the dead-state magnets without snapping anything critical in the process.
It took her closer to ten minutes than five, and as she worked, bodies hit the ground behind her.
Finally, the door chimed, clicked, and slid open, and Tern lowered her cramping hands and looked back.
Icy dodged a stab, caught it at the last moment to stop it from hitting another elf, twisted the knife away, swept both elves’ legs out from under them with a single circling kick, and came back to his feet, sweaty but smiling. “Nicely done,” he said.
There was a great pile of bodies around him, elves and dwarves prone and tangled amid a field of fallen knives and hammers and picks.
Tern saw not a single drop of blood.
“Same to you, Icy,” she said, smiling as she picked up her crossbow.
Icy ducked below a stab from behind without looking, reached between his own legs, and grabbed the leg of the elf who had tried to skewer him. He stood up, still holding the leg, and then let go. The elf hit the ground with a thud.
He was looking at Tern’s crossbow.
“You had the safety on.”
“Oops.” Tern let him see the smile this time. “Come on, let’s go find out what the bad guys are doing and screw up their plans.”
They walked into the processing center, and Icy shut the door behind them as Tern looked. She’d only caught a glimpse of it last time, but it looked like the damage had been repaired, and everything was back in full swing. Moving belts funneled crystals from one great machine to the next, polishing away imperfections and honing their natural magic into the precise power that the ancients required. There were no golems in the room any longer. The entire space had been automated, with little hooks and claws sorting crystals and plucking defective ones away with perfect precision.
“You were never going to kill them,” Icy said with an accusatory look.
“I don’t like killing people,” Tern said.
Icy glared. “Why did you not simply suggest that I disable them without killing them, then?”
“Because you swore an oath.” Tern met his look. “I don’t ask my friends to break their oaths.”
Icy smiled. “You merely help them discover ways to twist the letter in order to keep the spirit.”
“I’m a giver.” Tern walked past a row of moving belts. “Now, the Lapitemperum schematics said that there was a room back here, where—”
A door at the far end of the room swung open, and Westteich stepped out. He was clad in crystal, all of it smoky gray save the paladin band on his right forearm.
“I am the overseer,” Westteich said. “You will pay for any injury done to my slaves.”
“Might want to add a charge for fire damage,” Tern said, bringing up her crossbow and firing in one smooth motion. The fire bolt that was still loaded zipped out and caught Westteich square in the chest with an explosion of yellow-and-orange flame. “See, him I don’t even feel remotely bad about killing. That guy was a pimple on the ass of hu—”
She broke off as Westteich walked through the flames, his gray crystalline armor pristine.
“Okay, so, about your oath,” Tern said, and loaded another bolt.

Kail got up the ladder fast, hit the top, dove outside, spun to the side of the panel, waited until the footsteps on the ladder ended, and then slammed the panel shut on the head of Mister Slant.
At least, that had been the plan, and in a world with any kind of fairness, Slant would have been unconscious on the ground right then.
Instead, Slant caught the panel and kicked it back into Kail, who caught it on the forearms, stumbled, and then dove back behind the panel as the paladin raised his arm. The crimson blast of energy ripped past Kail, and Slant kicked the panel again, and this time Kail ended up on his butt.
Slant took his expensive coat off, folded it, and set it down gently. “Binjamet duQuaille, I cannot tell you how pleased I am to finally meet you face-to-face.” He rolled out his shoulders as Kail got up.
Kail raised his fists. “I go by Kail. It’s shorter, easier for your mother to shout over and over again.”
Mister Slant laughed through big shiny white teeth. “I go by Slant, ever since I left your mother walking crooked.”
Kail went in hard. Slant took the first punch with a boxer’s guard, ducked under the right hook, and slammed an uppercut into Kail’s stomach.
“Our greatest warriors say that our attack shows our weakness,” Mister Slant said, still smiling, as he slammed Kail into the great golden wall of the font. “You know, you are famous for your cracks about people’s mothers.”
“Speaking of mothers and cracks,” Kail said, kicking out with a cheap shot that caught Slant in the gut, “you should really tell yours to—”
His great line was cut off by a backhand that clipped his face and sent him staggering back.
“It’s a good gimmick, Mister Kail,” Slant said, “but it shows your own weakness. You hit people where hitting you would hurt the most.” He came in with a shot Kail dodged, and then a roundhouse kick that Kail tried to block and really just absorbed instead, taking the blow with enough force to slam him into the wall of the font. “You have a fast mouth, and as one liar to another, I respect that deeply.” He kicked again, and again Kail tried to block it and crashed hard into the wall. “But when I talk, the entire Republic listens.”
He kicked again, and Kail jumped up and grabbed the top of the font as Slant’s kick smashed into the wall below him. Slant snarled and leaped, and Kail pulled himself up. Slant’s fist struck the golden wall and rang it like a gong.
“Your mother doesn’t talk this much,” Kail shouted, pushing himself to his knees on the top of the font, which was a few feet wide, with the giant fountain of crimson fire blazing right there past the inner lip. “Of course, usually her mouth is f—”
He ducked down as a blast of crimson energy ripped past him, nearly falling into the damn fire, and as he regained his balance, Slant pulled himself up.
“Your problem, Mister Kail, is that you’re not actually a very good fighter,” Slant said, still smiling. “Sure, you destroyed an airfield the last time I did something to your mother, but most of that was anger and trickery.”
“Your mother loves my tricks,” Kail muttered, and snapped out a low kick. Slant knocked it down with contemptuous ease, and before Kail could recover, lashed out with a jab that rocked the scout’s head back.
“Your mother this, your mother that,” Slant said as Kail staggered, one sleeve brushing the wall of fire on his right with a quick flash of pain. “You can’t take it, Mister Kail.” He chuckled. “Not like your mother can, anyway.”
Kail lunged in with a cry of rage, and Slant caught the punch, locked Kail’s left arm at the elbow, and shoved him face-first toward the wall of fire. “Leave my mother alone!” Kail yelled, pulling back as hard as he could. The crimson fire was a searing heat against his flesh, and he smelled burning leather and hair as he struggled.
“Do you know what I’m going to do to her?” Slant asked, his grip steady. “You’ll be dead, but I want you to know that I am completely serious here. I wouldn’t lie about this. I’m going to kill you, and I’m going to spread the story of your death, and in my story, the story every puppet show tells, the only story everybody will ever hear? It’s going to be her fault.” He pushed Kail a little closer to the fire. “The piece-of-trash mother who raised a piece-of-trash son. Poor boy is responsible for his choices, sure, but what chance did he really have, with a useless drunk whore like her bringing him up.”
Kail’s skin was screaming from the heat of his clothes. “They’ll never believe you! She’ll tell them the truth!”
Slant laughed. “Seeing is believing, Mister Kail. I doubt your mother is going to have much of a counterargument, not when every puppet show has a glamour-screen showing you attacking a nice white man like a vicious brute.” His grip on Kail’s arm tightened. “Pod two, come in close for the finale.”
“Thanks,” Kail said, and twisted the arm Slant held in the joint lock.
There was a sickening snapping crunch as Kail’s left arm slid out of the hold, but Kail’s right arm was going into his pocket even as he spun.
He came out holding the crystal he’d taken from the console down in the control room. It glowed with steady magic, and Slant looked at it blankly as Kail scanned the sky.
“What the hell are you going to do with that useless little thing?” Slant asked.
Kail smiled as he saw the little glowing orb, just a few yards away, and he gave Slant one last look. “That’s what your mother said.”
He threw the crystal and dove down from the top of the font.
The crystal hit the orb cleanly, and there was a tiny pop followed by a massive blinding flare of light and a burst of force that buffeted Kail as he hit the ground, ruining his landing and making him jolt his broken arm as he fell back into the wall again.
But he looked up anyway, because the agonizing pain he was feeling at that moment was completely worth it as he watched Mister Slant stagger back, hit the fire, and go up like a candle as he fell into the crimson flame.
Kail made sure that the man didn’t walk out of the fire or anything magical like that. Then he sat back against the wall.
“Talkin’ ’bout my mom,” he muttered, and waited to see whether the pain in his arm was going to make him vomit.

Desidora let death come over her again as she faced Smith Lively, who still rode Pyvic’s body.
“Bring the boy back,” she said.
Smith Lively smiled. Desidora recognized the smile. She had felt it stretched across her face, the mirthless observation of a tiny thing that did not realize she held its life in the palm of her hand. His skin went pale, and his hair darkened to black. The simple brown riding leathers Pyvic had worn darkened to jet black, while the studs brightened to silver. Superfluous belts grew around the arm and waist.
“You’re weak, Sister,” he said. “Pleading for his life.”
“I was pleading for yours,” she said, and wrenched at his soul.
Her magic glanced off wards that shone with the polish of well-forged steel.
Smith Lively shook his head. “Why the single zombie trap, Sister? Why allow you to come to the temple? Why guard your back while you slowly, fumblingly groped your way through the wards around the zombies here?”
“You made a mistake,” Desidora said, and struck the air as though her magic were a hammer. “You will not live to repeat it.”
Again her magic glanced off Lively harmlessly.
“I suspected I could kill you with the element of surprise,” he said as the floor around him went black and cold, “but a good craftsman measures twice and cuts once. I waited, and I watched.” The pews sprouted little silver gargoyles whose skulls screamed silently. “I have seen how your magic works.”
“I’ve cracked your wards twice,” Desidora said, and lashed out again, her fingers curled like talons.
Something in the magic caught, like fingernails clawing down a bedsheet as her magic slid down his wards.
Lively sneered. “Love priestess.” He raised a fist, and his magic slammed into her aura and smashed her to the ground. “I’ve no doubt your little sex auras could seduce your way through my armor.” As Desidora struggled back to her feet, he gestured again, and his power blasted her through three pews in an explosion of bent metal and splinters. “But good steel slams right through bedsheets.”
Desidora’s aura of death made her harder to hurt, but as she rolled over, shoving splinters and black iron aside, a drop of red blood stained the ground in front of her.
She had never met another death priest. Beyond the terrible histories, her only guidance had been Tasheveth herself, warning her of how terrible the power of death could be if wielded by one who followed a god who preferred violence to love.
That conversation with her goddess had helped her regain her power. She had thought at the time that had been its only purpose.
“Thank you,” she whispered.
“What’s that?” Lively asked, his toothy smile diamonds on white satin.
“I said, thank you.” Desidora got up. “For so long, I hated what I was. I thought I was a monster.”
“Your priests are weak,” Lively said. “What was it my boy said? Animals don’t worship the gods? You things are a bare step better. This power, granted by the gods for their purpose, let me wrench apart reality itself to build the gate to the Shadowlands. You tremble at your power like a blushing virgin, for all that you worship the goddess of whores.”
“Used to,” Desidora agreed. “But now I’ve met you, and I see why I was chosen. I see that for all the darkness I found within me, all the cruel magic I’ve unleashed, I am still me. I am still a love priestess. And you are still a thug.”
“A thug with a hammer,” Lively said, snarling, and brought his fist up again.
Then he blinked as Desidora flickered and dwindled before his eyes, and when he brought his magic down, it did not smash against where she had been, but sank in slowly with a muffled impact.
“A hammer, yes.” Desidora let the cloak slip away from her, and Lively spun, realizing that she had stepped several yards away from her earlier position. “And all I have are bedsheets. Funny thing about bedsheets, though. A man who never learns subtlety might have a hard time finding a woman in them.”
She pulled the cloak of her power around her again and stepped aside as his magic crashed down. The force was unstoppable, but she wasn’t trying to stop it anymore, just letting it slide by her and making herself easy to miss. He glared and looked around, trying to track her.
She kept her footsteps light and quiet as she circled him, and then let the cloak slip. “You can’t really have bedsheets without the mattress, can you, Smith Lively?” He spun. “So I suppose I have the mattress too, and the funny thing about a good mattress—and as you so crudely implied, I’ve known a few—you can swing a hammer at one all day without doing a damned bit of harm.”
His magic crashed down, and then slid away, muffled and useless as she brought up her power.
“A good smith has tools beyond just his hammer,” Lively snarled, hands curled into claws as he spun, looking for where Desidora had made herself fade away. “Like fire. I wonder if those sheets of yours will burn?”
Desidora laughed then, and let herself be seen as she stepped to the anvil. Where she stood now, it was between her and him, and she rested her hands on the altar possessively. “Idiot,” she said, and he flinched from her voice, “how many lovers have first kissed by candlelight? How many have gloried in the glow of firelight on naked skin?” His magic danced around him like flame, hot and angry, and she took it and used it, and it crackled as Lively cried out in pain. “Tasheveth accepts Pesyr’s mastery of steel, but fire is as much mine as yours.”
She felt it then, in the anvil beneath her hands, and pulled at the power around him, twisting it into the form she needed as she slid the magic into the altar.
It was vital work, but it took a moment’s concentration, and so she did not see him coming.
He slammed into her, and again she crashed through the pews, landing in a pile of smashed wood.
“Magic would have been faster,” Lively said, cracking his knuckles, “but a good smith takes pride in honest work. I will enjoy beating you to death with my bare hands.”

Two minutes or a quarter of a mile. That had been the lesson the scouts had drilled into Loch during her training. Two minutes or a quarter of a mile. If you could lose a pursuer in that time or that distance, do it, because you don’t die in a fight you escape from.
“This woman, whoever she is, seems determined to rain devastation down on these good people!” shouted someone on the screens. The griffon or the manticore, she couldn’t tell anymore.
But after two minutes or a quarter of a mile, if you hadn’t cut their line of sight or seen them slow to a jog to watch you flee, you might as well turn and fight, because anyone you couldn’t shake by then was probably going to catch you eventually, and you’d fight better after running for two minutes than after ten.
“We just have to ask why? Why does she hate the people of the Republic so much?” someone on the screen demanded.
They had drilled hard in those days. At the end of training, every scout in the ranks could run hard for two minutes, then turn and fight as well as if they’d been fresh.
Loch had been sprinting and diving and dodging for ten minutes now. Her breath was coming hard, ragged in her throat, and her feet fumbled on the quick turns, clumsy beneath her as they pounded on the turf.
“It looks like she’s sending the dragon after the crowd again! Guards are doing their best to stop it, but the damage so far has been horrible.”
Mister Dragon killed people whenever she stopped.
The exit was no longer an option, given the mass of competitors pushing and shoving to get through. Up in the stands, spectators bunched around the stadium exits as well, far from the flames that licked the stadium seats or scored the field itself.
She saw a hole in the smoldering wreckage of the stands, a space where she might get through if she were willing to brave some burns, and she turned and ran for it.
She’d missed the stakes placed in the ground to mark distance on the javelin throw, though. Her foot slipped on one, her ankle twisted on the turf, and she went down onto her hands and knees.
She was almost back up when the hand closed on her ankle.
“LOCH,” Jyelle snarled, and Loch kicked free, got back to her feet, and then took a backhand to the face that put her down again.
Jyelle had put herself together well. In bad light, she could pass for human, with grass for hair and earth for a body that even had her slim curves.
“GET UP AND FIGHT ME,” Jyelle said, and beckoned.
Loch turned, spat a little blood from her mouth, and pushed herself back to her feet. She’d held on to her walking stick—a scout who lost her weapon was a dead scout—and she raised it grimly. Jyelle smiled, the earth of her face twisting in pleasure, and then she looked up overhead and shouted, “NO!”
Flame scored the ground a few feet away and a great billowing wind knocked Loch to her knees as Mister Dragon landed. She looked up into red scales and rainbow wings and golden fangs, all looming over her shackled by silver chains, and in that moment, Loch felt glad that she was exhausted, because otherwise she’d have felt obliged to try to fight, and that would have been downright embarrassing.
Then a cry rang out across the field. “Paladins, now!” And as Loch and Jyelle looked around in confusion, nobles and athletes rushed in from all sides. They wore the crimson paladin bands, and as they gestured, energy snapped out like ropes, lashing around the dragon and bringing him down to the ground roaring in pain.
“It looks like—yes, the paladins are using some sort of magic!” shouted someone on the screens. “They’ve brought the dragon down and stopped the woman’s attack!”
“YOU ARE KIDDING ME,” Jyelle muttered as Loch dropped her hands to her knees and sucked in great lungfuls of air.
“Skinner,” one of the paladins said as he came over. “And you’d be this Jyelle woman, or the daemon with her memories? Makes no difference to me.” He smiled. “You weren’t planned.”
“I WANT LOCH,” Jyelle said, glaring at the blond man.
“This goes one of two ways,” Skinner said, apparently unoffended. “You attack, and we put you down, and you’re just another monster Loch brought to kill people. Or you come with us, all nice and smiling, and you’re a security-daemon that helped catch her, and there’s a pretty good chance that Mister Lesaguris lets you do whatever the hell you like once he’s done with Loch himself.”
Jyelle looked at Skinner, and then at Loch, who was still doubled over, trying to catch her breath.
Jyelle’s hand slammed down onto Loch’s shoulder, gripping with force that was just short of crushing.
“I HAVE APPREHENDED THE CRIMINAL,” Jyelle said.
Skinner grinned, and then turned to Loch. “Mister Lesaguris will see you now.”

“You are the overseer,” Icy said to the paladin who had enthralled Westteich and coated his body in crystalline armor, all gray save the paladin band on his forearm. “May I understand that you are responsible for the enslavement of the elves and dwarves in the mine outside?”
“You may.” The overseer came forward. His steps thudded on the ground, but he nevertheless moved with the speed of an unarmored man.
“Tern,” Icy said, “please do what is necessary. The overseer and I will be having a discussion about the morality of enslaving sentient beings.”
Tern blinked. “Um.”
Icy shrugged out of his robes, and they slid to the ground in a pool of golden silk around him. He stood in silk slippers and loose pants that left him free to move. His chest and arms were bare, tan, and corded with muscle.
“Go, Tern,” Icy said, and started walking toward the overseer.
The overseer laughed. “You call yourself Indomitable Courteous Fist. You were formerly Unstoppable Deferential Fist, until you grew ashamed of your power, and swore an oath never to fight again. You knocked down my slaves with gentle throws. I will be a little harder to—”
Icy leaped into a spinning kick that lifted the overseer off his feet and sent him crashing onto one of the moving belts, spraying crystals everywhere as he landed.
“I swore an oath never to kill again,” Icy said as he hopped up onto the moving belt and raised his fists. “Please try not to die.”
“Excellent!” The overseer laughed and lunged in with a punch, and Icy dodged it, parried the next blow, leaped over a kick, landed on the next kick, and leaped from it into the overseer’s face with a blow that struck hard . . . and bounced off an invisible barrier. “Ah, well struck, and wise to strike at a perceived weakness.” The overseer’s blow caught Icy as he landed, and Icy rolled with it and came back to his feet on the ground, grimacing. “But my face is warded, so you may not simply kill my slave to defeat me.”
“I will not kill anyone,” Icy said, and charged.
He came in low, ducking under a punch and slamming a blow into the overseer’s gut, then stepping behind him and sending the blade of his foot into the back of the overseer’s knee. As the overseer collapsed, Icy stepped in with precision, took one perfect step, pivoted, and struck a blow with bone-shattering force at the overseer’s spine.
The armor cracked, and the overseer grunted. He dropped to his belly and kicked out behind him, catching Icy with a blow that flung him back onto another moving belt.
He rolled back to his feet and came up in a fighting stance, ignoring the shallow cuts left by the crystals and the deep bruise he would have from the blow.
Again they clashed, and again. Icy leaped from moving belt to moving belt, dodging and weaving and striking blows that would have shattered stone, but which only left the faintest cracks in the armor. The overseer laughed as he fought, chasing Icy from one side of the processing center to the other. He smashed the belts, and Icy leaped and swung from the chains. He threw tables, and Icy slid under them and came up with perfect blows that did nothing.
Icy fought as a master. The overseer fought as a god.
“How does it feel, Unstoppable?” the overseer asked as they stood upon yet another belt moving toward a great furnace at Icy’s back. “To break your oath after all these years and lose? To see that all your skill, impressive as it might be for a chattel race like yours, avails you so little against our superiority?”
He came at Icy with a lazy punch, and Icy ducked under it, came up, and struck the overseer more than a dozen times, hitting every chakra and three vital nerve clusters.
When he was done, the overseer grabbed Icy by the throat and slammed him down on the moving belt. “I should crush you,” he said as they slid toward the furnace. “I have earned it in righteous battle.”
“You earned nothing,” Icy said, forcing the words out, though the overseer’s hand made breathing all but impossible.
“Ah, but I did,” the overseer said, “because I took it. You trained for years, and you think that makes you better, but I was born with this power, passed on from my parents, and with these resources, you had no chance against me.” They drew closer to the furnace, and the overseer smiled. “I think I have a better end for you, Unstoppable. I think you will die in the fires my people use to forge their own greatness. And as you die, you can tell yourself that it wasn’t fair.”
They were almost to the furnace, and the fire bore down ahead of them, blazingly hot waves of heat billowing out across both of them.
“You keep calling me Unstoppable,” Icy said, still pinned, and smiled at the overseer. “It shows a truly unfortunate ignorance on your part.”
The overseer sneered, and in preparation for whatever last gambit his foe might make, he brought his other arm, the arm with the paladin band, down on Icy to pin him in place even more securely.
“I did not simply choose Indomitable Courteous Fist as my new name,” Icy said quietly, and as he edged into the furnace, he found within him the perfect stillness, the center where concentration met emptiness in alignment of the energy inside him.
“I chose a name that could be shortened to Icy.”
Lips pursed, he blew out one long breath.
The furnace twitched, clanked, whined, and rattled to a stop, along with the moving belt.
The overseer leaned down and looked in.
Icy smiled out at him, from beneath a ceiling that had frosted over, with glittering icicles dangling down.
Then, before the overseer could pull away, Icy reached up, grabbed the paladin band with one hand, and struck three times along the underside of the glittering red crystal.
The paladin band popped off Westteich’s wrist and clattered onto the belt. A moment later, Westteich himself stumbled back and fell off the belt, crying out wordlessly.
Icy eased himself out from the furnace and stared down at the band of red crystal. He took it from the belt and placed it gently on the floor.
“I did not know the pressure points of a creature such as you,” Icy said, “but I believed that if I fought long enough, struck enough blows, and gauged the manner in which your body reacted, along with the body you controlled, that I could make a guess. It seems that I was correct.”
He looked down at the red crystal, and then over at Westteich, who stared at him warily. “Do you wish to continue our hostilities?” he asked.
“I, ah, in light of current events . . .” Westteich stammered.
“Good.” Icy looked back at the crystal band of the overseer, and then knelt down beside it. “I do not believe that killing you would result in me being prosecuted for any crime,” he murmured, “nor would my friends think any less of me. This world would, by any measurable standard, be no worse for your absence. The only reason you live is because I choose to let you, and the only reason I choose to let you is because I swore an oath.” He stood up, rolled out his shoulders, and bowed briefly. “Please try not to die.”
He headed back toward the room where Tern was working.
When he was about halfway there, he heard a crunch from behind him. He looked back over his shoulder and saw Westteich stomping down on the ground, over and over again, fury written on his face.
“Perhaps you should have tried harder,” Icy murmured.
In the room in the back, Tern stood at a great array of crystals that seemed to grow from the wall in a pattern that made Icy’s head swim. She plucked crystals from one location and inserted them elsewhere, treating others with tools that changed their color.
“The overseer has learned of the potential negative consequences of slavery,” Icy said. “How are you?”
Tern looked over at him, eyes wild. “Not good. I’ve done my part, but remember how we were having Kail disrupt the energy pattern at the font? He did it. I can see the readings, and that would have been good, only now that I’m in here, we actually kind of need the font to work again if it’s going to do what we want. I can confirm the ambient magical energy isn’t floating around in the tunnels like it was last time we were here, which is good, but the reason it’s not floating around is because the ancients have got it all tied up right here, and in order for that energy to be directed properly, we need the font that channels the energy to Heaven’s Spire to have a prismatic setting of one-third diffusion. Anything else, and we either blow up this whole mining complex or Heaven’s Spire.” Tern took a breath. “Maybe both.”
Icy pursed his lips. “Do we have any means of getting a message to Kail or the others?”
“Is there any chance Ululenia is back?” Tern asked hopefully.
Kail shook his head. “I am afraid I have not seen her.”
“Well,” said Tern, “then unless you’ve got a way to ride the fire of that giant stupid flaming fountain up to the surface where Kail is and tell him to reset the font to one-third diffusion on the outgoing energy, we should probably hug or something, because everything is going to blow up.”
“I see.” Icy nodded. “Can you get me into the room from which the flame fountains to the surface?”
“Oh, sure, it’s the gate room. No more ambient magic, easy to get to.” Tern nodded. “Incredibly hot fire, though, so . . .”
“I will need directions,” Icy said, “and later, some juice.”

Dairy hung in the great empty golden expanse, looking at violet clouds and sparkling things in the sky that were almost stars but not.
He hurt. The blows that had rained down upon him had struck with a force that he had never felt before, not so much because of the physical power but in how it seemed to slide past whatever it was that made him him. He had felt the blows as if he were any other young man, and his body throbbed with the aching pain even as he tumbled gently in the sky, trying to make sense of it.
The wrongness pulled at him. Something in the core of his being told him that whatever this place was, it was not a place he was meant to be. Steam rose from his body as tiny bits of whatever made this place struck him and hissed away.
When he saw the great hill made of rainbows uncurl into a formless mass of tentacles that stretched out above and below and beyond him in directions that his mind did not know how to process, glowing with glittery brightness as amazing as it was false, Dairy knew.
“You are the Glimmering Folk,” he said.
“You are the Champion of Dawn,” came the voice, as the violet clouds curled into angled shapes and the green stars turned in the sky with hungry interest. “You hurt us. I wonder if you will hurt us here.”
“Let’s find out,” Dairy said, and raised his fist.
Then something took hold of his shoulder, and the world exploded in blazing light.




Twenty-Two
KAIL WAS SITTING with his back against the wall of the safely disabled-per-Tern’s-instructions font, trying to find a position that did not make his broken arm hurt and looking at the podium off in the distance where Archvoyant Cevirt and a bunch of nobles wearing paladin bands stood watching as Loch was brought before them. Daemon Jyelle had her hand clamped down on Loch’s shoulder, and the paladins had Mister Dragon lashed to the ground by whips made from the crackling red energy they shot from their bands.
It was a farce, since they had been controlling Mister Dragon the entire time, probably because of the chains around his throat, but as a connoisseur of cons, Kail had to admit that it was a pretty good one.
He had just concluded that he should probably get up and help Loch, inasmuch as someone with no magical abilities and a broken arm could help, when the font made a strange clanking sound behind him.
Kail turned and slid himself to his feet, wondering if Tern’s plan was underway, but realized instead that something was clanking its way up from the gate below, through the fire.
It fountained up into the air a moment later, a great block of some kind of crystal a little larger than Kail himself, and crashed down to the ground not far away, steaming in the grassy turf.
Not crystal, Kail realized. Ice.
The great ball of ice groaned, cracked, and then split apart. As the two halves fell to either side, a shirtless man walked toward Kail.
“Icy mother-loving Fist,” Kail said. “You said it was short for Indomitable Courteous.”
Icy rolled out his shoulders and shook a bit of frost from his hands. “It is also short for Indomitable Courteous.”
“And you said, you specifically said, that you possessed no elemental magical ability.”
“I said that I did not engage in physical combat,” Icy said, “and while that was true, I did not in fact . . .” He trailed off as Kail shook his head slowly and disappointedly, then rallied. “Tern says that disabling the font mechanism entirely was a mistake. The prismatic setting must be tuned to one-third diffusion.”
“Oh, for . . .” Kail looked back at the font and let out a long groan. “There are three puppeteers down there wearing bands, I’ve got one functional arm, and I sort of blew up a crystal that was necessary to make the diffusion matrix work.”
“If I disabled the puppeteers, could you fix the diffusion matrix?”
Kail blinked. “Sure.”
“Excellent.” Icy angled his head to one side and cracked his neck. “Let us proceed.”

They brought Loch before the podium where the important people stood. The remaining people in the stands, shaken by Mister Dragon’s attack, had gone quiet, except for the screams of the dying or those who loved them. The exit was still packed with people trying to leave, and the seats that had burned had guards lined up around them, throwing buckets of water onto the smoldering ruins.
The ridiculous shobes the competitors had worn had been lashed to poles and throwing javelins as makeshift litters to carry the injured to healers down on the field. Up on the glamour-screen, the manticore and the griffon were urging everyone to be calm.
Archvoyant Cevirt was there, and Princess Veiled Lightning, and a host of nobles, and all of them wore paladin bands and stared down at Loch with smug contempt. Naria was there as well, cool and impassive in her pretty dress and her expensive crystal lenses. Mister Skinner, the paladin controlling Mister Dragon, had followed Loch and Jyelle, and he stood a little off to the side, looking around with evident interest.
Lesaguris was there as well, and although Cevirt was the one standing at the highest point of the podium, it was Lesaguris around whom everyone else orbited.
“Isafesira de Lochenville,” said Archvoyant Cevirt, shaking his head sadly. Looking past him, Loch saw his face, magnified to a huge size, on the glamour-screens, and while his voice didn’t seem any louder right there at the podium, it was clear that the people still milling around in the stands heard what he said. “You were my goddaughter, born into privilege as a child of nobles and given a chance to make something worthwhile of your life with opportunities few have available to them. Instead, in bitterness and hatred, you have attacked the very people who treated you with such kindness. You have dishonored everything that the Republic believes in, and you have made life harder for the Urujar, who will unfairly be discriminated against for the crimes you committed.” He sighed. “Your mother and father would be heartbroken.”
“You are not Archvoyant Cevirt!” Loch shouted. “You are a parasitic creature living in the band on his arm! All of them are! The paladin bands are controlling—”
A rocky hand clamped down on her throat, and the other hand, still on her shoulder, drove her to her knees.
“NOW?” Jyelle asked.
“That won’t be necessary, dear,” Lesaguris said, and Archvoyant Cevirt stepped back a tiny bit. “Mister Slant had the puppeteers under orders to cut away as soon as she started shouting.” He smiled. “This is a private conversation, and I’d appreciate it if Captain Loch had the chance to speak.”
Jyelle’s hand came off Loch’s throat.
Loch coughed, spat again, and glared at Lesaguris. “This isn’t over.”
Lesaguris gave his thoughtful polite nod. “You’re right, Loch. It isn’t. And, honestly, it really won’t be that bad.” He smiled sadly. “The problem is that you had to deal with the Glimmering Folk. They’re monsters. They would have destroyed this world had young Rybindaris not finished what we started. It’s no wonder that you see us as no different.”
“My mistake,” Loch said, still on her knees. “You’re so much kinder.”
“This is a good world, Loch,” Lesaguris said. “These are good, simple people. Arikayurichi wanted to destroy it, and he was wrong. It was lucky for him, and for you as well, that you had an ancient in your midst who could see a gentler course.”
He looked over and nodded, and a golem stepped up onto the podium. In its hands, it held Ghylspwr.
“Kun-kabynalti osu fuir’is,” Ghylspwr said.
Loch shook her head. “Screw you, Ghyl.”
“He saved you,” Lesaguris went on, still polite, “and thanks to him, we have this Republic. We have no intention of destroying it, Loch. There will be no rivers of blood, no cities on fire.” He smiled. “We’re just going to change who’s in charge.”

Up on Heaven’s Spire, in the temple of Pesyr the Smith, Mister Lively smashed Desidora into a wall hard enough that the iron plating buckled, sending rivets spitting out in all directions.
The death priest and the death priestess were studies in black and white, and the temple around them had given in fully to the aura of death that surrounded them. Grim gargoyles and skull-faced helmets leered at the battle from the walls, and every weapon dripped with spikes and barbs.
“This is pointless,” Lively said as Desidora pushed herself back to her feet. “We are evenly matched in magic, and I far outstrip you in physical power. You cannot win.”
“So it seems.” Desidora’s body ached, but her power shielded her from the worst of it.
“Then why are you smiling?” Lively demanded, even as he came in swinging.
Desidora ducked under a blow, but the backhand he followed with flung her to the floor. “Three reasons,” she said, and pushed herself back up as Lively grabbed hold of her hair. She lashed out blindly, caught him across the jaw, and sent him staggering back. Shaking her hair free from his grip, Desidora gave him an icy look. “You said the gods gave you this power . . . but with that power, you built the gate to the Shadowlands, and how did that work out for you?” She laughed. “Because of your gift, the Glimmering Folk drove you from this world. If the gods favor one of us today, it is not you.”
Lively roared and lunged at her, and she dove to one side and tore a scythe from the wall. As he turned, she swung.
She was not fast enough. His hand caught the curved haft of the now silver-and-barbed-everywhere weapon, leaving its long blade inches from his face. “If I were not chosen by the gods, I would not still have my power,” he said.
“Haven’t thought that through, have you?” Desidora said. “I gained my power to defeat the Glimmering Folk. They are gone, so why am I still here?”
“A master smith never discards valuable materials,” Lively said, and twisted the scythe from her hands. It fell to the floor, and Lively struck Desidora with a blow that smashed her into the wall again. “When you are weak and dying, I will draw your power into my own. I will hold the power of two death priests, and with that power, I will wreak wonders this world has never seen. What is your second reason?”
Desidora’s head spun from the impact of the blow. Even her aura could only do so much to protect her. She pushed herself to her knees. “My friends on the ground have disabled whatever your people were going to do. It does not matter if you kill me. You have already lost.”
Lively laughed. “Your friends may not have won the victories they think, love priestess. But by all means, keep smiling.” He came forward, hands tightening into fists. “It will make your death even sweeter.”
Desidora sucked in a lungful of breath and waited, and prayed, for the third reason.

Who are you? What are you?
You are like us, but not.
You are not them. They come and walk in the empty place, and we watch from here. They are different. We make ourselves into shapes like theirs. We do what they do. We become what nears us.
You walk the empty places. How do you not flicker and fade outside? How do you stay you?
Do you stay you?
Are you not you?
We can help.

Loch, kneeling and bloody but still defiant, stared at Lesaguris. “You can tell yourselves that you’re just kindhearted people, but the only reason we’re having this conversation is because you enslaved some poor idiot, and now you’re working his body like a puppet.”
Lesaguris rolled his eyes. “Like your Republic is so much better, Loch? Your voyants were happy enough looking down on the world from the city we left for them. Your nobles and your guilds get every bit of sweat and blood they can from the peasants, for as little as they can in return. You Urujar might have shaken off your chains, but most of you are still little more than slaves by any standard that matters.” He smiled. “You can’t disagree with me that strongly. How much time have you spent breaking the laws of the society that you’re trying to save?”
“If this is your argument that you’re not terrible people,” Loch said, “I’m not entirely convinced.”
“We’re not terrible people!” Lesaguris snapped, stepping forward to the edge of the podium. “We’re people. That’s all. Smart and foolish, brilliant and flawed people. And you’re not people, not really. Your entire race would probably still be scrabbling in the mud, chasing herd animals with sticks, if we hadn’t come to show this world a better way.”
“What’s the better way?” Loch asked. “What’s supposed to happen when that beam of energy hits Heaven’s Spire?”
Lesaguris gave her his thoughtful nod. “You’re a credit to your people, Loch. You did your research, not that it helped you.”
“NOW?” Jyelle asked, and her grip on Loch tightened.
“Not yet,” Lesaguris said. “Loch seems very interested in the future of the Republic. I’d like her to see it.”
“Kutesosh gajair’is,” Ghylspwr said with a note of warning in his voice.
“Why not?” Lesaguris said, smiling at the other paladins. “I see no reason for her not to know. In a few minutes,” he went on, “that beam of energy you’re talking about will hit Heaven’s Spire, and scatter energy across most of the Republic.”
“Destroying it?” Loch guessed.
“Besyn larveth’is,” Ghylspwr called out, sounding insulted.
“Seeding it,” Lesaguris said. “In a few years, more crystal deposits will be found, a bounty of mining opportunities that will usher in a bold new age of prosperity for the Republic.”
“And the Empire,” added Princess Veiled Lightning, or the ancient wearing her.
“More crystalline wonders,” Archvoyant Cevirt said, “more trade with the dwarves who come in to work the mines and the elves who help manufacture fine crystal goods. More paladins.”
“All for the small price of a little more illness among the livestock,” Mister Skinner said with satisfaction, “mostly the ones who were sickly already, the ones who can’t afford herbs or healers.” He grinned. “Better for the herd in the long run to cull the weak, anyway.”
“So ordinary people will die,” Loch said slowly, her gaze never leaving Lesaguris. “That’s what you’re saying.”
“Ordinary people always die, Loch.” Lesaguris shrugged. “That’s their job. If the tables were turned, you’d do the same to us.”
Mister Skinner was frowning. “Sir,” he said.
“But you’re not us,” Loch cut in. “You’re creatures living in the paladin bands, enslaving whoever wears them.”
“Sir!” Skinner said, and gestured at Jyelle, who put a hand over Loch’s mouth.
“What is it, Skinner?” Lesaguris asked in annoyance, and then paused as he heard the crowd murmuring. As Skinner gestured with Loch’s walking stick, Lesaguris looked over to where he pointed.
Lesaguris’s face shown huge on the glamour-screens still, and everyone in the crowd was staring at it.

In the hidden central chamber, Icy Fist looked at Lesaguris and Mister Skinner.
“I believe they have seen us. Kail?”
Kail glanced up from the console where he was frantically attuning crystals. “Quick cut to Skinner. He’s got that good gut-punched look. Then back to Lesaguris. No way he shuts up now.”
Icy nodded to the puppeteers, who looked sickly but grim as they worked the consoles. The puppets of the dragon, the manticore, and the griffon lay discarded on the floor, next to the crushed fragments of three paladin bands.

Down in the back room of the processing center, Tern stepped back from a crystal array that put anything on Heaven’s Spire to shame, took a deep breath, put her attunement charger down, and flexed her aching hand.
“Not bad,” she said. “Not bad at all.”
If Desidora had done her part up on Heaven’s Spire and Kail had gotten Icy’s message and set the font to one-third diffusion, there was a pretty good chance that this wouldn’t just result in a cataclysmic explosion.
“Um,” came a voice from behind her, and Tern looked to see Westteich backing through the doorway. “There’s a problem outside, and I don’t believe I’m equipped to deal with it.”
“You have magical armor, asshole.” Tern stomped over. “What problem is beyond your ability to . . . oh.”
Two Hunter golems came through the processing center toward them.
“Their spears might be able to penetrate my armor,” Westteich said, “so you can see how it would be wasteful to—”
“Oh my gods.” Tern closed the door and then shoved a chair in front of it, like that was really going to help.
“What is your plan?” Westteich asked. “You’ve spent time with some of the greatest criminals in the Republic, you must have some—”
“I am one of the greatest criminals in the Republic.” Tern picked up her crossbow, cocked it, and drew a pouch full of the sparkling powder that could slow down or even take down a golem. “And my plan is to die fighting and kiss my boyfriend up in heaven.”

Lesaguris looked down at Skinner with preternatural calm. “Get over there and fix that, please.”
“Sir.” Skinner tossed Loch’s walking stick to the ground and hurried off in the direction of the font.
“Smile,” Loch said. Jyelle’s grip on her mouth had come loose. “You’ve been talking to the entire Republic.”
In the stands, the crowd was starting to get loud. People on the field were coming their way. They didn’t look entirely certain, but they were asking questions.
“Do you really think that matters?” Lesaguris gave Loch a tired smile, then looked up over Loch’s head and raised an arm. A flare of crimson light lashed out, and a moment later, a dazzling white light exploded overhead with a force that made everyone on the podium stumble. “As we are no longer talking to the entire Republic . . . Archvoyant Cevirt?”
“An illusion conjured by Loch’s rogue wizard, Hessler,” said Cevirt promptly.
“Coupled with mental domination of the crowd here,” Princess Veiled Lightning added, “using Skinner’s captured fairy creatures. Everyone here will attest that that conversation never happened.”
“Very good.” Lesaguris nodded, then turned to Loch. “Solved.”
“They won’t all believe,” Loch said.
Lesaguris laughed. “I don’t care what they believe. They won’t be sure, not enough of them, and they won’t know how much is true, and they won’t know how many other people out there believe what they do. I don’t need them to love us. I just need them to get up every day and do their jobs.” He raised an eyebrow at Loch. “I hope this wasn’t your master plan.”
“We’re coming up on time,” Cevirt said.
“Besyn larveth’is,” Ghylspwr added.
“I’m giving you one last chance,” Loch said. “Leave now. Go through your gate and close it on your side. Do that, and, I swear, we will leave you in peace.”
Lesaguris pursed his lips. “I appreciate the offer,” he said to the lone unarmed woman being held down by a daemon. “What in the name of all the gods would make me accept it?”
“Conscience,” Loch said, “or failing that, fear. You’ve seen where this led you last time.”
“Almost time,” Cevirt said.
“Please,” Loch said. “I don’t want to do this. I beg you. Leave now in peace.”
Lesaguris blinked. Loch almost looked like she meant it.
“No,” he said.
“NOW?” Jyelle asked.
“No, thank you,” he said. “I want her to see it.”
“And . . . now,” Cevirt said.
Loch shut her eyes.
The fountain of fire erupting from the font vanished as a great beam of blinding light blazed up from the ground to the sky. It struck the crystals on the underside of Heaven’s Spire with a noise like every bell in the world ringing at once and a blaze of color like every rainbow exploding.
There was a moment of stunned silence as the sound and light washed over the stadium, so bright and so loud that for just an instant, everyone was simple black and white by comparison, only hearing their own breathing.
“What was that?” Lesaguris demanded finally. “That wasn’t the crystal-seeding beam.”
“My team modified your plans,” Loch said quietly.
Lesaguris gave her his thoughtful nod. “And?”
In the sky beneath Heaven’s Spire, something growled. Everyone looked up, squinting, to see what it was, but there was nothing visible to the naked eye. It was just an angry sound, a hateful sound that could not be as loud as it was.
Then, from the crystals on the underside of the city, something grew, something whose shape was impossible to measure with any degree of certainty, except that it was large, and irregular, and either had tentacles or was tentacles.
No matter what everyone disagreed upon when describing it later, however, they all agreed that it shone with a brilliant glimmering rainbow of light, so that its body was only a shadow underneath.
“The Glimmering Folk,” Lesaguris said, and took a step backward as the crowd began to scream again.
“They stopped you before,” Loch said quietly. “They can do so again.”
“You don’t know . . .” Lesaguris swallowed. “You don’t know what you’ve done.”
“I’ve taken the world from you,” Loch said, and held her head up proudly.
“You stupid bitch!” Naria yelled, and vaulted down from the podium.
She reached Loch before anyone could react. A dagger flashed into her hand, and then it was in Loch’s chest.
“I had everything!” Naria shouted. “And you ruined it, like you always do!” She pulled the dagger free, and blood fountained from the wound.
Loch went limp in Jyelle’s grasp.
In the sky, the first of the Glimmering Folk began to float down toward the earth, while another pulled itself from the crystals of Heaven’s Spire. The guards around the burned areas of the stands dropped their buckets and joined the panicked crowd surging for the exit again.
“Everyone!” Lesaguris shouted. “Listen to me carefully! We don’t have much time! If we get back to our gate, we can be through safely before the Glimmering Folk reach us! Leave everything and get to the gate, and we . . . we . . .”
He broke off . . . and started laughing.
“Oh damn, I almost got through it,” he said, chuckling, as he turned to the other paladins.
They were laughing as well, their dry amusement crisp and clear against the incoherent screaming of the crowd in the stands all around them.
Naria turned to them in confusion. “What are—”
“Please, Loch, discontinue your sad little act,” Lesaguris said, glaring at the apparently dead Loch, who still hung in Jyelle’s grasp with blood dripping from her shirt. “The sudden turnabout, the rash violence that kills the person I would have taken revenge on, leaving me with no other recourse but to flee the impending disaster? I’ve seen this play, and I wouldn’t have believed it even if I hadn’t had an informant in your midst.”
Loch’s eyes snapped open, and she straightened in Jyelle’s grasp. “You’re lying,” she snapped. “No one on my crew would turn against me.”
Lesaguris gave her his thoughtful nod. “You might be right.” He cocked his head thoughtfully. “But there are people not on your crew who heard your plan, aren’t there?”
With a stricken look, Loch turned to Naria.

Then
“Oh, Isa,” said Naria, smiling brightly from the throne in Lochenville manor, “you have no idea how long I have waited to hear you say that.”
Loch looked at the guards. “May we speak alone?”
Naria raised an elegant eyebrow behind her lenses, and then waved to her guards. “My dear sister would hardly come here openly if she wished me harm. Please attend outside.” The guards nodded and left, and when they were alone in the throne room, Naria’s smile disappeared. “Now.”
“The paladin bands you’ve seen carry the souls of the ancients, and they take over the bodies of anyone who puts them on. The paladins are just thralls, slaves to the ancients.”
Loch waited for Naria to tell her that she was crazy.
“That’s consistent with what I’ve seen,” Naria said instead, and when Loch shot her a look, Naria touched a delicate finger to her lenses. “I don’t know whether these are artifacts of the ancients or the Glimmering Folk, but I can see the energy riding the victim.” She sniffed. “It’s unpleasant, but they are everywhere. Even Cevirt is affected.”
“I have a way to get rid of them,” Loch said, “but I need your airship . . . and if there’s a way for you to get yourself into their good graces, I could use someone on the inside.”
Naria laughed, the same sparkling beautiful laugh she had given before. “Easily done, Sister. They are waiting for me to deliver you to them in the reading room.”
Loch tried for a smile, but it came out as a grimace. “And you were going to do it.”
Naria shrugged. “I hoped you would give me a better alternative. Besides, I’m not sending you in blind.”
“All right.” Loch set the anger aside with a shake of her head. “Here’s what I need . . .”

Now
“You set me up,” Loch said to Naria. “You led me here, told me everything was ready.”
Naria shook her head. “I didn’t—”
“You set me up!” And with a sudden surge of violence, Loch pulled herself free from Jyelle’s grasp. In a flash, she dove to the turf, grabbed the walking stick as she rolled back to her feet, and lunged as she slid the blade free.
Naria flinched, but the strike wasn’t aimed at her.
The blade had been handed down through Westteich’s family for generations. It was powerful enough to cut through the armor of the ancients.
Loch’s aim was perfect as she lunged at Lesaguris.
The blade stopped an inch shy of the man’s paladin band.
At first it seemed as though it had been stopped by some unseen barrier, but then the blade twisted in her hand.
“It wasn’t Naria,” Lesaguris said. “You see, you’re human, and you’re limited that way. In your mind, you threw Arikayurichi into that vat of acid, and you killed him. But we are not creatures of flesh and blood. All you threw into that vat of acid was an ax.”
“We are tied to objects,” the blade said, turning back toward Loch in her grasp, and its voice was terrible and familiar. “Objects with the right alloy of metal.”
“Objects like the sword given to Baron Westteich by the ancients themselves,” Lesaguris said, smiling, “or like your good friend, Ghylspwr.”
“Kun-kabynalti osu fuir’is,” Ghylspwr said as his golem hopped down from the podium. In a flash, he had hold of Naria, and Ghylspwr himself was raised and ready to strike if Naria moved.
“No, indeed,” Lesaguris agreed. “No one need die, even if the tool carrying them is destroyed, as long as we can transfer ourself into a new tool quickly enough.”
“Hello again, Captain Loch,” said Arikayurichi as he brought himself toward Loch’s throat. “Thank you so much for bringing me along on your little adventures. It has been such a pleasure watching you work.”
With an effort, Loch flung the blade to the ground, and as she did, Jyelle slammed into her from behind. Loch went down hard, the daemon on top of her. Jyelle was shaped like a person, but she still weighed a lot more.
“NOW?” Jyelle asked.
“What do you think, Captain Loch?” Lesaguris asked in amusement. He looked up at the Glimmering Folk, now half a dozen in number and all seeming to descend slowly toward the stadium, although with the way Loch’s eye seemed to slide off the edges whenever she looked at the creatures, it was impossible to be certain how quickly they were moving. “Would you rather die now, or after we heroically use the paladin bands to destroy the illusions that everyone here believes are the Glimmering Folk you summoned?”
Loch struggled back to her knees. Jyelle didn’t hold her down, but didn’t especially help her up either. “You let me get here, just for a show?” Behind her, the crowd was yelling, screaming in terror as everyone clawed for the exits.
“So human,” Lesaguris said sadly. “So limited. Archvoyant Cevirt?”
“Had you not come,” Cevirt said, “or had you come but failed in your attempt to modify our artifacts, the crystal-seeding would have taken place as scheduled.”
“I was instructed to watch and listen,” Arikayurichi said as Princess Veiled Lightning picked him up, “but not to act. I could keep my superiors informed of your plans, sending magical messages that allowed them to use those plans to our advantage.”
“And in the unlikely event that you came up with a plan we couldn’t use to our advantage,” Veiled Lightning added, “Arikayurichi would be there as a final defense.”
“You see,” Lesaguris said, “if you failed, Loch, we won. And if you succeeded, we won anyway.” He smiled at his compatriots. “We just sat back and enjoyed the show.”
Loch bowed her head, shoulders slumped.
“When that show is over,” she said, “remember that I gave you a chance to walk away.”
The first of the Glimmering Folk extended a great tentacle overhead, and glimmering radiance raked the grounds with an impact that staggered everyone on the podium.
“What in Byn-kodar’s hell? . . .” Lesaguris glared at the illusion in the sky as the crowd began screaming even louder.
One of the paladins who held Mister Dragon lashed down for the benefit of the crowd released his lash and turned to send a blast of energy at the Glimmering Folk instead. The crimson energy crackled across the radiant surface of the creature, and a moment later another blast of light rained down, sizzling into the paladin who had fired and leaving only scorched ground in its wake.
“They’re real?” Princess Veiled Lightning shouted.
Cevirt stepped back, touching studs on his paladin band rapidly and looking up at the thing overhead. “That’s impossible!”
“It’s a trick!” Arikayurichi yelled. “It’s just another trick, an illusion killing an illusion! I heard her plan! I heard her entire plan!”
Lesaguris had said nothing. His gaze was focused entirely on Loch.
She looked up at him with a grim smile. “Hey, Naria,” she said without looking over, “didn’t I leave my walking stick outside when I went in to talk with you? I wonder if I ever left it in another room, just for a minute, when I talked to the others? I wonder if I might’ve learned from how Ghylspwr played me last time. I wonder if maybe I fed the magical weapon with the aura my death priestess could see a slightly different version of the plan?”
Lesaguris had gone pale, and he shook his head slowly as the Glimmering Folk growled overhead with a sound that made the earth tremble. “I will destroy you.”
“NOW?” Jyelle asked.
And Loch said, “Now.”
With a roar, Jyelle leaped into the crowd of nobles, tearing and ripping with monstrous fury.

Then
“For the bad news,” Ululenia snarled through great fangs as she slashed and tore at the daemon in Westteich’s manor, “is that I know exactly how you feel.”
The daemon with Jyelle’s memories howled in rage as she fell back from Ululenia’s assault. “YOU KNOW NOTHING.”
Ululenia growled, and her horn flared as the vines that had grown through the room all sprouted great black thorns. “I know the anger that rides you like a beast in your brain,” she said. “I know how it twists you into something you were not, making a mockery of your old life. You were simple as a daemon, innocent as wildfire in your destruction. You were smart as Jyelle, cunning enough to be a worthy adversary. Now you are just the monster Loch rolls her eyes at. What part of you is happy at that?”
“I WILL KILL HER,” the daemon said, though it did not attack.
“And will you be happy, then?” Ululenia asked through her fangs. “Will that calm the foaming waters of your rage? Or will you just be the wolf deprived of the only prey it cared to hunt?”
The daemon paused.
“WHAT ELSE CAN I DO?” it asked. “WHAT ELSE CAN I BE?”
“If you wish to let your spirit join the earth and become part of it, I can help that seed flourish and grow,” Ululenia said quietly. “If you wish to die, then the weapons best suited to end you are those of the ancients themselves. In either case, here is what I offer . . .”

Now
“Keep the scrying pods showing everything that you can,” Icy said as they saw Skinner headed for them. “I will deal with him.”
Kail leaned against the console and nodded as Icy headed up the stairs. He’d come out of the rush of battle, and that whole broken-arm thing was getting harder to ignore.
“It appears that the creatures are aware of our attempts to broadcast this across the Republic,” one of the puppeteers said. “Everyone who can hear this, I’m sorry, I’m not sure how much longer we’ll be able to keep going.”
“No matter what happens,” another puppeteer said, “don’t trust anyone wearing a paladin band. Break them if you can.”
“Please,” said the third, “they aren’t your friends anymore. They’re slaves of these ancients. Look at what’s happening here. This is what they wanted.”
“Relax,” Kail said, more to himself than anyone else. “Icy’s kicking ass now. He can take one guy.”
Then, up overhead and outside, Kail heard a flash of energy and a thump.
“Unless the guy is better at throwing energy blasts than Icy is at dodging them,” Kail muttered, and with a sigh, sat up and headed for the damned ladder.

In the Temple of Pesyr on Heaven’s Spire, Smith Lively fell to his knees as the entire room bucked and heaved.
The anvil altar seemed to strain, glimmering light dancing around it, and then with a groan, it settled in place, and a great rainbow radiance flared out from it in all directions.
“No!” Smith Lively shouted. “You cannot—This—They said it was just an illusion! They promised me it would never be opened again!”
Cold laughter sounded behind him.
He turned slowly to see Desidora on her feet, beautiful and terrible in her pale fury.
“We can close this,” he said quickly, “before they . . . no.” He looked at the ground, squinting as though he could see through the streets of the city itself. “No, they are already out. They—”
“Come now, Smith Lively,” she chided. “What craftsman does not take pleasure in seeing his greatest creation in use?”
As he gaped at her, she struck, and her magic flung him across the temple and slammed him against the wall.
“But I disagree with you,” she said as she walked to the altar. “Your gate is impressive, but it is not your greatest creation. The bands you likely had a hand in as well, but it is not them either.”
With a silent prayer no god could hear, Desidora put her hands on the altar and felt the magic she had placed there, the magic that had drawn the beam shot from the ground through the crystal underside of Heaven’s Spire and here, to the gate, where it opened what had once been closed.
She heard Lively struggling to his feet, and she looked inside that magic, looked to the gate itself. The underside of the city was the exit point for the Glimmering Folk, but Lively had used the anvil, which meant that it was possible, not likely, not easy, but possible . . .
She reached in with the cold power of death, plunging a hand into the dark waters of another world. It took power beyond measure to reach such a distance, through such a barrier, and she felt her skin warm, saw the fallen strands of her hair lighten to auburn as every mote of her power stretched out, grasping, reaching.
Lively was charging behind her, roaring in rage.
Please, she prayed. Please.
A hand grasped hers.
She pulled. Her pale-green dress swirled as she turned.
And a great blast of glimmering rainbow power staggered Smith Lively, stopping the blow that would have killed Desidora. It flickered out of the room and was gone in and instant.
And where it was, there stood Dairy.
“This is your greatest creation,” Desidora said to Lively. “A good-hearted young man who has surpassed you in every conceivable way.”
Lively’s pale face went still with rage, and he lunged at Desidora.
Dairy caught the blow with one hand, catching it before it struck. “No, sir,” he said.
“I created you,” Lively snarled. “You think to use your magical strength against me?”
Lively’s aura twisted around him.
And then, with a little pop, his paladin band fell off.
“Oh, thank the gods. I was hoping he would do that,” Desidora said as it hit the floor.
“Sister?” Dairy asked.
“They banded me?” Pyvic asked, blinking and looking around. “Damn it.”
“When I saw him hurt you, Dairy, I got a glimpse of the magic he used to nullify your powers,” Desidora said. “I thought that if he tried it again, I could twist it against his band.”
Then she leaped forward and pulled Dairy into a hug. “Thank you for coming back.”
He flushed. “Thank you for reaching out for us.”
“Us?” Pyvic asked.
Desidora wasn’t listening. Lively was down. Her death aura was safely around her, just in case he had any more traps readied. The gate had been opened. What mattered now was finding another way to hurt the ancients. They could hurry back to the transport rune at the palace. She could find Ghylspwr. She could look at him in the moment the Glimmering Folk laid waste to his world, could let him see how it felt to be played for a fool. She could . . .
“Sister Desidora?” Dairy asked. “You’re still very pale.”
And that was how it got you, she realized, and let the death aura go, and became a love priestess again.
“Thank you, Dairy,” she said, smiling at him.
Then she blinked. Dairy’s aura was next to impossible to track, but she saw something in it. She’d never have seen it with the death aura. It wasn’t energy, or power, or corruption, or anything like that.
It was something that mattered so much more, something only a love priestess could see.
“We need to get you down to the ground,” she said, and turned to Pyvic. “And while we go, you need to . . .” She squinted. “You need to send Loch a message.”
Pyvic blinked. “I suspect she’s pretty busy, Sister, and I doubt she needs to—”
Desidora leaned in and rapped her knuckle on his forehead.
“The two of you,” she said, and sighed. “Need, need, need. You’re allowed to want. Come on.”
She took both of them by the hand and started running, and as she did, she said a tiny silent prayer to the goddess who pointed the way for lovers.

The two Hunter golems kicked the door open. “For your crimes against the ancients,” one of them said, “you must die.”
A bolt thunked into his helmet, and a moment later, a pouch of glittering powder followed it, and the Hunter stumbled back, twitching, and then collapsed.
The other Hunter lunged forward, its spear slashing Tern’s crossbow from her hands. It stepped past Westteich, who had pressed himself back against the wall, and raised the spear to Tern’s throat.
“Yes, kill her,” Westteich said. “Then we’ll need to summon someone who can undo the damage she has done.”
The Hunter looked over at Westteich, though its spear was still pressed just below Tern’s chin. “Your loyalty is uncertain.”
Westteich raised his now-bare arm. “Listen, my paladin band was damaged in battle—”
“You asshole,” Tern said with incredible sincerity, without turning her head, as the spearpoint drew a drop of blood just below her chin. To the Hunter, she added, “You may want to get back to the gate room. It’s about to be crawling with Glimmering Folk trying to get into the ancients’ world.”
The Hunter paused. “Explain.”
“She’s bluffing,” Westteich said. “It’s another bluff. That’s what they do. They lie and do tricks and con people, but it’s always a bluff.”
“We opened the gate to the Shadowlands,” Tern said, pointing at the crystal lattice. “They’re pouring down from Heaven’s Spire right now. What’s the top speed on a giant flying rainbow octopus monster from hell, anyway?”
“They will not come to the gate,” the Hunter said. “The Glimmering Folk never showed an interest in the world of the ancients before. Even if they did, the gate is safely underground. The Glimmering Folk die upon making contact with the ground.”
“The gate was safely underground,” Tern said, “until your bosses dug a big hole that lets someone go down through the font on the surface all the way to the gate without touching the earth.” As the spear dug in a little bit deeper, she added, “But then, they might not be able to find it, would they? Unless someone told them what to look for.”

Then
“Oh dear,” Hessler said as the impossible form of the Glimmering Man uncoiled and came toward him. “Listen, we’re fighting the ancients, and I understand that the two of you didn’t really get along, although it seems to have been a case of rulership versus consumption, and—”
“Yes,” said the Glimmering Man, “they tasted better than you, but we never found them.”
“Their gate, you mean,” Hessler said, thinking quickly even as his head began to throb. “But if you did find it? If you came through your gate and could sense the gate that led to their world, perhaps if it had an aural signature similar to your own, would you be willing to go through it instead of staying in my world?”
“Perhaps,” the Glimmering Man said with a shrug. “If, if, if, but it does not matter, because we are trapped here.”
“It is possible,” said Hessler with the same care that he had used during his first daemon-summoning ritual, “that we could make that happen.”
“Or you could stay here with me,” said the Glimmering Man. “Here is now.”
Hessler winced, suspecting what staying here meant for him. “If I do that, I cannot help you get in.”
The Glimmering Man focused on Hessler again, suddenly alert. “We want in . . .”

Now
“You caused this,” the Hunter said. “Your team.”
“We did,” Tern said. “And if you kill me, you lose any chance of figuring out what I did to your gate to slap a false glamour aura on top of it like a big old beacon for the Glimmering Folk.”
“It’s just another trick,” Westteich said. “Only the weak-minded fall for such obvious ploys.”
“Are you sure you should be worried about me,” Tern asked, “and not the guy who is no longer wearing a paladin band, but still has crazy-powerful magical armor?”
“He will be apprehended nonlethally once you are dead,” the Hunter said, “as his loyalty remains unclear.”
“And I will be happy to cooperate fully as a loyal ally of the ancients,” Westteich said, nodding repeatedly with a confident smile that would have looked completely at home on the face of a midlevel guild member with earnest opinions about next season’s turnip prices. “Lesaguris trusted me to capture you all before. He put those tracker creatures in my care.”
Tern blinked. “The ogre and the scorpion and the troll?”
“Yes,” Westteich said, “and although he made a regrettable decision to have me controlled with a band, I am certain that once I show him how I stopped you here, he will see that I deserve—”
“Now, use the golem-bane powder!” Tern shouted, and turned her head away.
The golem moved, and the spear was away from her throat, and Tern opened her eyes immediately and got to see the Hunter’s spear slam through Westteich’s unarmored forehead.
The Hunter pulled its spear free, and Westteich, looking very surprised and very dead, slid slowly to the ground.
The Hunter paused, then turned back to her, bringing its spear back to her throat in a blur of motion. “He does not have golem-bane powder,” it said. “You were lying.”
“Honest mistake,” Tern said, and smiled though tears stung her eyes. “Don’t beat yourself up about it.”
Something outside exploded, and the Hunter stood back for a moment, its spear drawing away from Tern’s throat. There was a roar as metal hinges shrieked and tore away.
It sounded like there was a voice under the roar, or in the roar, or of the roar, and it said something that sounded to Tern like “eighty-nine.”
Regardless, the Hunter’s spear was away from her throat, and Tern went for the acid flask at her belt, and her hand closed around it just as a metal gauntlet closed over her hand.
“No,” the Hunter said. “The new threat will be dealt with once you are dead.”
Something crashed out in the mine, and there was a sound like a lot of crystal breaking, and another roar, and this one sounded like “ninety.”
Tern shoved hard with her steel-toed boots, and the Hunter stumbled, off balance, and Tern got the acid flask free and threw it, but the Hunter stepped to one side, and the flask crashed into the wall behind it, sizzling against the wall, and the Hunter’s spear came up.
“Die with honor,” the Hunter said, and Tern shut her eyes and put Hessler in her mind. If the gods were kind, at least she’d see him soon.
And with a great burst of glimmering rainbow light, something slammed into the Hunter with a blast that ripped through the golem and then solidified instead of dissipating, the rainbow light coiling into a solid shape.
It looked like the Glimmering Man, tall and muscular and swathed in rainbow light so that the individual features were just shadows.
And then it said in a voice that broke Tern’s heart, “Ninety-one seconds.”

By the time Loch had gotten back to her feet, the daemon Jyelle had already taken down two of the paladins with brutal efficiency.
Lesaguris wasn’t fighting her, though. He was coming toward Loch, fury mottling his fine chiseled features. Princess Veiled Lightning was at his side, Arikayurichi held in her grasp.
“You have destroyed your world,” Lesaguris snarled.
“Actually, I’ve destroyed your world,” Loch said. “Or at least dinged it up a bit, once the Glimmering Folk get through with it. They’re headed for your gate now.”
“You filthy savage,” Arikayurichi said. “Do you know how much blood will be on your hands?”
“Says the ax who wanted to blow up half the Republic.” Loch rolled out her shoulders. “Funny how when you boys were winning, you were all about survival of the fittest and deserving whatever you could take by force.”
“Isa?” Naria asked.
“Go.”
Naria flickered and disappeared in the grasp of the golem who had held her, and both the golem and Ghylspwr looked around. “Besyn larveth’is?” Ghylspwr asked in confusion.
“More tricks.” Lesaguris swallowed and held out a hand. Princess Veiled Lightning passed Arikayurichi over. “They will not save you. Whatever happens, whatever destruction your little stunt causes, it will not keep you alive.”
“It’s not about tricks,” Loch said as Lesaguris advanced, Arikayurichi held before him. Veiled Lightning guarded his back, clearly ready for Naria to return. “And it’s not about stunts. It’s about people. They might be flawed, but when you understand them, you can find a way.”
Lesaguris raised Arikayurichi to strike. “How noble of you.”
“I protect the people,” Loch said, unmoving. “I destroy the enemy.”
She held out her hand.
And as Arikayurichi came down, there was a flash of light, and with a perfect silvery peal, the great blow glanced away.
“Kun-kabynalti osu fuir’is.”
Loch held Ghylspwr up, smiled at Lesaguris, and said, “And nobody will die while I watch.”




Twenty-Three
Then
NOW WE WAIT,” Loch said, in the great crystalline control room in the depths of the archvoyant’s palace on Heaven’s Spire.
Princess Veiled Lightning was there, kneeling over the body of Gentle Thunder. She had just defeated Arikayurichi and sent the ax plunging down through the chasm.
“Kun-kabynalti osu fuir’is,” Ghylspwr said quietly.
“You saved us.” Loch rested her weight on the console, staying carefully away from the damned red crystal that Ghylspwr had wanted her to press. “So you care. But you would have let Arikayurichi destroy most of the Republic and the Empire.”
“Besyn larveth’is.” Ghylspwr’s voice was not happy, but it wasn’t weak either.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Loch looked over at him. “That’s not the one you use when you smash things.”
“It means,” Veiled Lightning said from where she knelt by the body of her mentor, “that whatever little acts of mercy he might show, he is sworn to defend his people.”
“Besyn larveth’is,” Ghylspwr said again with a note of sadness.
“That’s garbage,” Loch snapped. “Your people are wrong. A good soldier doesn’t just follow orders and feel bad about it when his people are wrong. He takes a stand.”
“Kutesosh gajair’is?” Ghylspwr asked.
“I’m not asking you to attack them.” Loch pressed a hand to her face and sighed. “I don’t know what I’m asking. But damn it, Ghyl, you are better than this. They’re wrong, and you know it.”
There was a moment of silence. Heaven’s Spire rattled and shook as whatever the ancients had done powered up.
“Kun-kabynalti osu fuir’is?” Ghylspwr said.
“Saving both sides?” Loch asked. “How?”
“Besyn larveth’is.”
“By protecting your . . .”
“No,” Veiled Lightning said. “By serving them, not fighting them, and giving you a chance. You don’t need another warrior, and with his limited vocabulary, he is hardly useful to you as a spy.”
“Besyn larveth’is,” Ghylspwr agreed.
“You need someone who will push the ancients away from the most violent solution, who will urge a gentle rulership instead of the complete destruction of both our countries.” Veiled Lightning smiled. “Someone who will urge that you be taken alive.”
“Or we could just kill him,” Loch said as Heaven’s Spire rattled again, “and have one less enemy to worry about.”
“Kutesosh gajair’is,” Ghylspwr said in a very old voice. “Kun-kabynalti osu fuir’is.”
“I’m not sure I understand,” Veiled Lightning said. “I destroy the enemy, but then nobody will die while I watch.”
Loch looked at him, the warhammer on the floor, shiny and silver and inset with rubies and runes.
She sighed.
“Fight the enemy, not their people.”

Now
Who are you?
Who are you?
You are confused. We feel it. You do not know? No. You know but do not want.
It is the outside. It mixes and changes and makes you different. But you are you.
You say you are different now. There is no now. No then.
Be you. Be you. Be you.

Up in the sky, the Glimmering Folk growled and snarled with sounds that made Loch’s mind ache, as though she were thinking things her head hadn’t been built for.
Given that Princess Veiled Lightning, Lesaguris, and Arikayurichi were trying to kill her here on the ground, however, it was something she planned to worry about later.
Lesaguris had tossed Arikayurichi to the golem that had once held Ghylspwr, leaving Loch and Ghylspwr outnumbered three bodies to one.
Up on the podium, the daemon Jyelle roared as beams of crimson energy slashed into her, but she fought on with savage fury regardless.
Loch parried a blow from Veiled Lightning, who held the Nine-Ringed Dragon, her family’s ancestral blade, then spun away from a slash by Arikayurichi, and then let Ghylspwr twist in her grip to block a blast of crimson energy as Lesaguris fired at them.
“Kutesosh gajair’is!” Ghylspwr shouted.
“You’re a fool and a traitor,” Arikayurichi snarled, “and you could never take me in a true fight!”
Ghylspwr flashed through the air and smashed through the golem’s torso, blasting the thing into dozens of crystalline pieces and sending Arikayurichi toppling to the grassy turf.
This left Loch weaponless, but as Veiled Lightning lunged in, Loch sidestepped, took a shallow cut across the forearm in exchange for getting hold of Veiled Lightning’s arm, punched Veiled Lightning across the jaw, chopped down on her wrist, and stripped the Nine-Ringed Dragon from her grip.
“The real Veiled Lightning wouldn’t have lost her blade again,” Loch said, grinning, as she slashed at Lesaguris and forced him back.
Then Lesaguris held out his hand, and with a flash of light, Arikayurichi was there in his grip. They lunged in, a magical sword wielded by a magical man, and Loch barely turned the blade as it slid past her.
Veiled Lightning was on her flank. A kick caught leg, and as Loch stumbled, another kick slammed her to the turf. She rolled, got the blade up in time to block Arikayurichi as Lesaguris came in again, and then stumbled back as Veiled Lightning slammed another kick into her side.
Then, from nowhere, an armored Imperial woman tackled Veiled Lightning.
“General Jade Blossom!” the Imperial woman shouted, punching Veiled Lightning several times in the head. “The princess ordered me to hit whomever you were fighting!”
“Kind of her!” Loch parried another stab and risked a look to see where the hell Ghylspwr was. She saw him pressed under the heel of Archvoyant Cevirt, who was blasting the hammer over and over again with flashes of crimson energy. “It’s the paladin band!” she yelled to Jade Blossom. “Break it, and she’s free!”
She made for Cevirt, but Lesaguris was too fast, cutting between them and lunging in again with Arikayurichi. Loch blocked, took a kick to the ankle, parried but took a cut across the upper arm anyway, and saw an elbow coming in but couldn’t get the Nine-Ringed Dragon up to block it.
She hit the ground hard, lights dazzling her eyes, and in the distance, saw the Glimmering Folk sliding down the font, moving for the gate just as Tern and Hessler had hoped.
It was enough. The ancients would have to flee. Loch’s job was done.
Loch spat blood and rolled to her knees, the Nine-Ringed Dragon held in a weak guard.
Then, in the distance past Lesaguris, Naria flickered into view and slid a knife across Cevirt’s hamstring. The archvoyant yelled and fell.
Arikayurichi came down, and Loch came up to block, and again light flashed, and Loch caught the blow with Ghylspwr, who was free and back in her grasp, and then slashed out with the Nine-Ringed Dragon in her other hand and caught Lesaguris across the leg.
“Loch!” came the yell, and Loch stood, slashing and swinging, and saw Veiled Lightning and General Jade Blossom standing again, the paladin band a shattered pile of junk at their feet. “You stole my sword again!”
“Borrowed!” Loch yelled, and tossed it to the princess. Loch swung Ghylspwr, and Arikayurichi caught the blow. Lesaguris went for the kick, but Loch saw it coming, checked it, and came over the top with a punch that rocked him back.
He staggered away, bleeding and livid, and slammed a finger onto his paladin band. “Full release!” he shouted. “We’ll burn it from the other side!”
Every paladin on the field turned at once and began to run.
Cevirt was hobbling, his injured leg dragging.
Naria de Lochenville lay on the ground behind him.
Loch was there within seconds, and had only to look to see that it was too late. Cevirt had gotten Naria’s knife, and then Naria had gotten it back right below the neckline of her pretty gown.
“I should’ve run,” she whispered. “Wanted to help you up this time.”
“You did,” Loch said, and then Naria relaxed and went still.
“Kutesosh gajair’is,” Ghylspwr said sadly.
“Yes, she did.”
“Loch!” Veiled Lightning yelled, and Loch looked over. “The dragon!”
The paladins were running for the font, all of them, including the ones who had lashed Mister Dragon down.
He was up again now, and with a great roar, he sent flame slashing their way.

Kail dragged himself up the last rung of the ladder, pushed himself inelegantly over the top and outside, and saw all hell breaking loose. The Glimmering Folk were heading down into the font. A lot of nobles were running their way.
And Mister Skinner was battering Icy against the golden wall of the font with blast after blast of crimson energy.
“Now, now. Beasts get arrogant, they have to be taught,” Skinner said, and slammed Icy against the wall again with a blast that cracked like a whip.
Icy groaned. His bare torso was a mass of welts and bruises. Still, he got to his feet. “You will not shut down the puppeteers.”
Skinner sneered. “I’ll put a stop to their babbling, and yours.” He flung another blast at Icy, who dove to the side but still took a glancing blow.
Kail pushed himself to his feet with his one good arm, and edged slowly toward Skinner, hoping that the man was paying so much attention to Icy that he would miss his approach.
Skinner looked over almost immediately and, with a smile, flicked a surge of power at Kail.
It wasn’t much, but it didn’t need to be. It jolted the broken arm and slammed Kail to the ground with a white-hot flash of agony.
“Thought you’d come creeping in like a cat?” Skinner asked.
Kail groaned and rolled onto his back. “What did you say?”
“Must’ve been dawdling like a duckling, trying to climb that ladder with one arm,” Skinner sneered.
Then he blinked.
“Excellent eggshells, fondling fern, gullible goat!” he shouted in sudden confusion, and dropped to his knees.
The grassy turf sprouted a field of flowers that blossomed with enormous rainbow-hued petals, and from each of the unfolding petals, a little creature came, something between a fox and a cat and a person, a few feet tall and flickering with pale-blue light. The kobolds from the mine. And among them, rising from the earth, her horn shining in all the colors of the rainbow, and her flanks pure and white again, was Ululenia.
That is who I am, Ululenia said, and her gentle voice shook the ground. I am too often arrogant, and I babble along with the sounds of the forest. I creep through this world, and I dawdle aimlessly, because I was told that I was just stolen magic, my life a theft from the ancients.
The kobolds chittered and clustered around Ululenia, their hands on her legs and flanks.
“That’s right,” Skinner said, shaking his head and fighting to get the words out. “You came from our magic.”
Yes, I was, imperfect as it was. I was corrupted, but the kobolds healed me. They could do that, because your magic came from them, Ululenia said, and her horn flared with a brilliance that made Skinner hide his eyes. Before there were artifacts, there were magical crystals, and inside those crystals, the kobolds lived. She stepped forward, the grass parting gently beneath her hooves. Peaceful. Harmless. Innocent, until you tore them from the earth and turned their lives into tools.
“Beasts.” Skinner sneered at her. “They did nothing with their potential. They did not even stand against us. It was our right!”
They did not fight back, Ululenia said, and so you decided it was your right. But you could not kill all of their essence, and when you left, some of it escaped, and pulled itself together, and tried to become alive again. The fairy creatures. All our lives, we have believed we were but stolen magic, and we were . . . but you were the thieves, not us.
Skinner fought back to his feet and raised his arm. “You are monsters.”
As Skinner fired, Ululenia’s horn flared, and when the light faded, Kail saw that she and all the kobolds stood unharmed. The air around Ululenia shimmered, and she stood before Skinner as a woman, her horn still shining.
The ground around Skinner opened up.
“I am a nice unicorn,” Ululenia said, “and a pretty unicorn, and the people you hurt are going to fight back.”
The kobolds surged forward, and Skinner had time for one last shout, and then they were on him, sinking down into the earth, and a moment later the ground closed back up, the grass clean and pristine, as though it had never been broken.
Ululenia turned to Icy and Kail. “What have I missed?”
“Oh, you know.” Kail waved with his less-bad arm. “The usual. Icy, fill her in.”
He crawled back to the doorway, pulled himself onto the ladder, and slid back down. “I think we’re clear,” he called to the puppeteers.
One of them met his gaze and nodded. Then he spoke in the dragon puppet’s voice.
“Remember, everyone. It’s your Republic.”
“Stay informed,” Kail murmured, and let himself ease off into the comfortable darkness.

Overhead, the last of the Glimmering Folk disappeared down into the font, their great forms tightening to fit into the tunnel like a spilled inkwell somehow reversed. The paladins still ran for the font as well, dozens of the wealthiest citizens in the Republic all pelting across the grassy turf.
In front of Loch, however, the great snarling form of Mister Dragon occupied most of her attention.
“All right,” she said, holding Ghylspwr ready. “He’s ordered to come after me. The rest of you run. The ancients will be gone soon, and this will be over.”
“Kutesosh gajair’is!” Ghylspwr yelled.
“We’re not killing him. He’s under their control.”
“No.” Veiled Lightning readied her blade, and beside her, General Jade Blossom had drawn a sturdy broadsword. “It’s not that. I can remember bits of when the paladin band had me. Lesaguris said that he would burn it from the other side.”
Mister Dragon roared, and fire flared out at them. Loch dove away, and Ghylswpr jerked in her hand, swatting at the flames with his own magic and driving them aside. She landed and rolled back to her feet, her leather coat smoking but the rest of her unburned.
“What does it mean?” Loch yelled.
“One last magical signal,” Veiled Lightning called back. “A self-destruct order to bring Heaven’s Spire crashing down on top of us. The explosion will—”
“Got it. Go!” Loch waved Ghylspwr at Mister Dragon. “I’ll draw him away. You stop Lesaguris!”
“NNNO.”
Loch turned to see what was left of Jyelle. The paladins had torn her rocky body apart, and she was only vaguely humanoid now. The shattered parts weren’t healing either. They were dead and dark from the blasts of the paladin bands.
Jyelle pounded past Loch. “SSSSSSTOPPP THEMMM, CAAAAAPTAAAIN.”
With the last of her strength, the daemon threw herself at Mister Dragon.
Loch ran.

Tern looked at the crystal lattice, checked the readings and colors. Then she looked again, because her eyes and her brain weren’t working right, and everything she saw seemed to fall away a moment later.
“The gate’s closed up at Heaven’s Spire,” she said.
“I know,” said Hessler.
He hung in the air, his body a muscular silhouette enshrouded in a glowing rainbow of magic.
Tern looked at him. The glow made a little glare across the lenses of her spectacles, and she pulled them off. “The gate’s closed, and you’re still here. You’re not just an illusion.”
“I am,” Hessler said, unmoving in the air.
“No.” Tern blinked away tears, felt them slide down her cheeks, but didn’t take her eyes off the shape hovering in front of her. “No, if you were an illusion, closing the gate would have cut you off.”
“I am an illusion of myself, Tern,” Hessler said gently. “The troll transformed the matter of my body into the energy from which illusions are created, the matter of the Shadowlands. I was able to hold myself together the way I maintain a glamour.”
“And you did.” Tern took a step forward. “You held yourself together, and you came back. You came back to me.”
“To say good-bye,” Hessler said.
Tern swallowed. “No.”
“I watched from the other side,” Hessler said. “I saw that you needed me. I saw Dairy in pain. I helped bring him back, and I came back to help you. But I cannot stay.”
“You can.” Tern took another step toward him. She couldn’t see his face. He was still just a silhouette backlit by way too many rainbows.
“If I touch the ground, I will be destroyed, just like the Glimmering Folk. I can only keep this idea of myself in my mind for so long. I stayed long enough to save you—”
“Stop!” Tern shouted, and the glowing figure flinched. “I don’t need you to save me. I need you here.”
She reached out and took Hessler’s hand. It was wrong, too large and thick, the hand of a warrior.
“If you need someone to focus to keep you whole,” she said softly, “let me.” She thought of Hessler’s hands, bony, long-fingered, always twitching as he thought. The hand holding hers shifted, the fingers thinning. “Because you are never out of my mind.” She took his other hand, and it felt right, it felt like him. “You are the smartest man I know.”
She closed her eyes and put a hand to his chest. No, too muscular. Thinner, softer, there, and she inhaled and smelled the scent of the soap he liked.
“You are a great wizard.” Eyes still closed, she stood up on tiptoe and ran her hands up to his shoulders. Thinner again, yes, always a little hunched, either because he’d just been reading or because he didn’t want the world to see how tall he was.
“You are the man I love,” she said, and pulled him down to the ground.
She felt the jolt when he touched, a crackle of energy, and she put her arms around him as he shuddered, and he fell into her, his long bony arms encircling her as well, and his face pressed to her cheek with his stubbly beard.
Tern pulled back a little and opened her eyes.
The glimmering rainbow light was still there, leaving only a silhouette. But it was his silhouette, and looking through the radiance, she could see his thoughtful, always-squinting eyes.
“I thought it would kill me,” he said, and his voice changed, and it was a normal voice again, “but my inherently terrestrial nature must allow me to survive. But . . .” He looked down at himself, still shining in all the colors of the rainbow.
“It’s close enough,” Tern said, and her voice caught and cracked. “We can make it close enough. Right? We can do that. We love magic and crystals, and we can make it work.”
“All right,” said Hessler, the Glimmering Man, and kissed her.

Around the golden wall of the font, battle raged.
While General Jade Blossom guarded her flank, Princess Veiled Lightning spun, her skirt billowing as she sidestepped a blow, and then she chopped down with the Nine-Ringed Dragon and sliced the paladin band from the arm of her attacker.
The person wearing the band, a heavyset man in his midfifties wearing guild robes and a signet ring, stumbled back and looked around in confusion, and Veiled Lightning moved on, with one more saved and one less to worry about.
A few yards over, grass twined up into sudden curling vines to trap an older woman in an airman’s uniform, and as the woman struggled, Ululenia stepped forward, one hand raised, her horn shining upon her brow.
The woman went limp, and vines coiled around her arm and snapped the paladin band free.
Veiled Lightning whirled toward the next paladin, a young man in a noble’s robes, but not one of the black coats. He blocked her slash with his own blade, and moved to counter, but as he did, strong lean fingers struck three rapid blows to his forearm, and the paladin band fell free.
Unstoppable Deferential Fist, the greatest warrior-monk the Empire had seen, nodded to Veiled Lightning as he rolled away from another strike. He was shirtless, and despite the welts and bruises he had received, his lean body gleamed with sweat and muscle.
They could not stop all of the ancients. Even as Veiled Lightning moved to another, she saw a black-coated paladin leap up onto the wall of the golden font and then dive in, apparently confident that the fall would not kill him. According to Ululenia, the black-coated ones had chosen to bring back the ancients. Veiled Lightning mourned the loss of an idiot and focused on saving the person she was currently fighting, a young woman in a military uniform.
A great roar sounded from over near the podium, and Veiled Lightning saw the Dragon breathe a great gout of fire onto the daemon, destroying it utterly. It turned to the font, where Loch and her magical hammer had leaped down, and began to charge.
Then the air in front of Veiled Lightning flashed with sudden light, and three figures appeared in the grass, knocking aside surprised paladins.
Veiled Lightning focused on blocking the soldier’s attack, but from the corner of her eye, she saw one of the figures run toward the Dragon.
Veiled Lightning spun, tore the blade from the soldier’s hand, and chopped down on the paladin band, slicing it free, and as the soldier fell to her knees, the princess looked up.
The Dragon roared, and a great wave of flame washed over the figure running at him.
When it faded, the figure was still there, impossibly unharmed.
Then Veiled Lightning recognized who he was.
As the Dragon inhaled to unleash another gout of flame, Dairy rushed in, leaped up, and tore the silver chains free from the Dragon’s head and throat.
Sister Desidora smiled as the Dragon shimmered into the shape of a man and fell into Dairy’s arms. Then she snatched the arm of a passing noble, and her face went pale as she took hold of the band on his arm. She wrenched it free with a crackle of magic and turned to Veiled Lightning.
“What have we missed?” Desidora asked.
“Loch and Ghylspwr went after the leader,” Veiled Lightning said, neatly ducking under an attacker’s swing while Unstoppable Deferential Fist came in from one side and disabled the paladin band with his pressure-point strikes.
“Loch and who?” Justicar Pyvic asked, parrying a blow from his own attacker.
“The hammer!” Jade Blossom said, still guarding Veiled Lightning’s flank. “He and Loch were working together!”
Desidora’s skin lost its pallor, and Pyvic stepped in to block a blow that would have taken her head off.
“Ghyl,” the death priestess whispered. And without another word, she turned and leaped, pulled herself up onto the golden wall of the font, and then dove in.
As far as Veiled Lightning was concerned, Loch’s plans always relied upon a lot of luck and goodwill at the end.

Loch fell, Ghylspwr pulling her down the glowing red walls of the tube, and looking at the ground, she saw the golden hoop that Desidora and Ululenia had talked about, a tiny thing that she could not possibly fit through. But then Ghylspwr jerked in her hand, correcting their course in some tiny way, and either Loch got smaller or the hoop got larger, and she fell into it.
And came out in another world.
She landed feetfirst on the ground, and it crunched under her boots. It was not dirt, but old crystal, broken and worn down to rough sand, and she looked up into a dark sky filled not with stars but great globes of rock, studded with crystal that shone and glittered in every imaginable color. And upon each of the great globes, palaces of stone gleamed, and figures of living crystal walked the streets.
Only they were not walking now. They were running and yelling.
The Glimmering Folk, impossibly huge, coiled around the globes, their rainbow-shining tentacles winding a trap around their prey. Blasts of light slammed into them from the little stone cities, and they roared in pain but did not let go.
A thousand floating cities, a thousand Heaven’s Spires, all of them wondrous and impossible and burning in battle.
Loch realized that what she had taken to be the ground was just another of the globes, differentiated only by the great golden hoop, huge on this side, that led back to her world.
Before it sat a great red crystal as large as she was tall, housed in a cradle of old, dead stone. The crystal tapered to a seven-point tip that was pointed directly at the hoop. The hoop was twenty feet high, and on this side she could see that it wasn’t really gold but rather thousands of tiny yellow crystals bound together into one massive form.
“Full burn?” Loch asked. Her voice echoed strangely, as though she were speaking through a tin tube. “That’s what blows everything up?”
“Kutesosh gajair’is,” Ghylspwr said grimly.
“Think it’ll take down the gate if I destroy it?” Loch asked.
Ghylspwr hesitated.
“Kutesosh gajair’is,” he said again, but more quietly.
“And us too.” Loch nodded. “About what I was expecting.” She looked around. The globe they were on was old and ruined except for the gate, as far as Loch could see. Hills of old cracked crystal left them in a makeshift canyon. The cool wind made old crystal chime as it rushed by them.
“Kun-kabynalti osu fuir’is.”
“I know, Ghyl. It’s all right.” She forced a smile. “They’ll get by without us somehow.”
She raised Ghylspwr, and she could feel him unhappy in her hands, but he didn’t resist.
The message crystal in her pocket chirped.
Loch blinked.
Then, staring at Ghylspwr a little suspiciously as she lowered him, she fished the crystal from her pocket and activated it.
“It’s me,” Pyvic’s voice said. “Dairy and Desidora got me out. We’re all right, headed your way as fast as we can. I’m not dead. Hoping you make it too.” He paused, and Loch heard the rustle of clothes, like someone pushing him. “I need you to come back alive, all right? I need you. So come back to me.” He let out a breath. “Okay, love you, bye.”
Loch dropped the message crystal and sucked in a breath through her teeth.
“This place has good reception,” she said, forcing a laugh through her suddenly tight throat.
“Kun-kabynalti osu fuir’is,” Ghylspwr said, and Loch nodded slowly.
“All right. Well then, what’s our—”
“You.”
Loch turned to see Lesaguris coming around one of the hills, Arikayurichi in his hand. He rushed at her, bounding with great leaping steps, and swung a blow that Ghylspwr knocked aside.
“You have brought death to my world!” He landed between Loch and the gate. The ground crunched under his tailor-made shoes, and his expensive coat was dusty and torn.
“Kutesosh gajair’is!” Ghylspwr called back.
“You brought slavery to ours,” Loch said. “We’ll call it even.”
Other ancients were coming around the rubble toward them. They were not golems, or people, or anything Loch had ever seen. Some had humanoid shapes, while others walked on four legs, or six, or eight. All were made of beautifully faceted crystal, all glowing and humming perfectly and alive in a way that no clicking golem ever could be. She could see individual facets turn and shift, as though momentarily liquid to accommodate the motion, and then slide into a new shape and become perfect faceted stone again.
Some of them were mostly green, while others were blue, and Loch had a momentary flash of curiosity about what it all meant, wondering if they were different races, or different species. She felt a moment’s shame that she was the one here, instead of Tern or Hessler or Desidora, someone who would know what questions to ask.
But she was a soldier, and she was still fighting. Lesaguris snarled and swung again and again. Ghylspwr knocked the blows aside as Lesaguris shouted, “You could have fought honorably! You could have rebelled with standard warfare! Instead, you chose to destroy us!”
“I gave you a chance to walk away,” Loch said. The crystalline creatures—the ancients, she supposed, although it felt wrong to call them that here in their home—were closer but moving slowly. Sparks of light flashed between them. An arc of red here, a glittering stream of blue there, flashing from one of the creatures to another, and each recipient’s body glowed momentarily with the new light.
“A chance,” Lesaguris spat. “Yes, before you sprang your little trap, when we had everything in our grasp. Why would I have walked away then?”
“Kun-kabynalti osu fuir’is!”
“Because it was the right thing to do,” Loch said.
Lesaguris swung a third time, and once more, Ghylspwr batted Arikayurichi aside.
“It doesn’t matter,” Lesaguris said, breathing hard. “I don’t need to kill you myself. You brought yourself to my domain.” He turned to the crystalline forms drawing closer. “Lesar g’hyur’is!” he shouted, and smiled grimly at Loch. “When you are dead, I will bring fire upon your world. When we return, centuries from now, your people will still be recovering from the devastation!” He held up his band, and red light flared from it, a wave that washed over all of the nearby creatures.
But their bodies didn’t take in the new color. They flashed light between each other, arms and legs and pincers and wings fluttering uncertainly. The wind made their bodies hum as it swept past them.
Finally, Loch realized what the light meant, and she shook her head. “They aren’t listening to what you’re saying, are they? After all the deaths, all the mistakes, all the destruction you brought down upon your own people . . . you still think they’re going to follow you?”
“Besyn larveth’is,” Ghylspwr said in her grasp, and light flashed from him, not bright but enough, and every creature nearby caught the light, drew it into themselves, and glowed momentarily with the new energy, the new words.
Lesaguris screamed once as the crystalline forms fell upon him, but only once, and briefly. Arikayurichi yelled as the blows fell upon him, and Loch heard the screaming silvery peal as the ancient blade shattered.
Loch turned her back upon them. Now she faced the great golden hoop and the red crystal weapon that was meant to bring death to her world.
One of the creatures, with a beautiful mantislike body made of pink-and-orange crystal, stalked past Loch, then turned to her as it reached the weapon. Light flickered from one of its long claws, and the light flashed to Ghylspwr.
“Kutesosh gajair’is,” he said, and shifted in Loch’s grasp, drawing her back.
Loch let the hammer pull her, and saw other creatures joining the mantis by the weapon. They pulled it away, light flashing between them too fast for Loch to follow. The mantis saw her staring, and pointed at the crystal, and then up into the sky, where the great impossible forms of the Glimmering Folk writhed and hunted.
“Good luck,” Loch said, as they dragged the weapon away. They were all helping now, the light arcing between them almost blinding. If they were human, she thought they would have been shouting at each other to hurry.
She looked down at Ghylspwr. “Well, then. Let’s finish the gate.” Pyvic wanted her to come back alive. “And it has to be done on this side, right? Any chance of us not disappointing my boyfriend? It’s . . .” She stopped, squared her shoulders, and nodded. “It’s important to him. And me.”
“Besyn larveth’is.” He sounded confident.
“All right. Same to you, Ghyl.” Loch swung a massive blow, and the hoop rang like a bell.
“Kutesosh gajair’is!” Ghylspwr yelled, and then again as Loch swung again. “Kutesosh gajair’is!”
In the sky overhead, the Glimmering Folk roared in pain as the great ruby weapon blazed with light and sliced through creatures of shadow.
By the third swing, the great hoop was dented. By the fifth, it was cracked.
So was Ghylspwr. As Loch drew him back, she saw chips on the head of the great hammer, and a slow hairline crack building where the hammer met the haft.
“Kutesosh gajair’is,” he whispered.
Loch swung a final time, and the hoop shattered beneath her blow. Everything went a perfect white, all sound driven to the single point of a silver bell ringing across the universe.
Loch felt her body expand to something impossible, then snap back with a wrench that left her mind struggling to catch up, and she felt air flooding her lungs and blood rushing in her veins, and then she felt rocky ground digging into her knees.
When her eyes worked again, everything was red.
She was kneeling in the central chamber of the mine, with the shattered remains of a tiny golden hoop hanging in the air behind her.
Desidora was there, and she was talking, but Loch couldn’t understand it yet, couldn’t hear anything. She pulled at Loch’s hands, or not at the hands but at something in them.
“Kun-kabynalti . . .” Ghylspwr said, and Loch could hear that, and there was supposed to be another part, the part that meant, “while I stand watch,” but instead, there was only silence.
Loch let go, and Desidora took the broken head of the warhammer and held it to her breast.




Epilogue
A
FEW DAYS later, they sat in the archvoyant’s palace, in the big room with a lot of chairs and couches and cushions and, most importantly, drinks.
Tern sat in front of the now constantly glimmering Hessler, either leaning against him or possibly holding him in place. Desidora sat at the bar next to Kail, helping him serve drinks with his one functional arm, while Icy sat on a cushion on the floor with Princess Veiled Lightning beside him, her sparkly braids dangling by her face. Ululenia, human this time, shared a couch with Dairy and Mister Dragon, who were holding hands.
Loch sat on a little love seat, with Pyvic beside her. They weren’t holding hands, but they were touching shoulders and kind of leaning against each other in comfortable exhaustion.
There were two archvoyants at the front of the room. Cevirt, walking with the aid of a stick that probably didn’t have a hidden blade inside it, had limped over to Bertram, whose face still looked haggard but who was at least awake again and talking.
“We’ll be sharing power for the time being,” Cevirt said. “There’s a lot of rebuilding to do.”
“I know much of . . .” Bertram paused, frowned, and shook his head. “I remember much of what the ancients did. I’ll be working to root out any left in this world.”
“And, as the wildfire yields room for new shoots of green,” Ululenia added, “you will be discussing how to make reparations to the kobolds for the wrongs done to them.”
“Yes, of course,” Cevirt said, and then, when Ululenia did not break eye contact, he added, “You have my word. No more mining until we have an agreement with the kobolds that lets us extract the crystals that power this nation, and that sets right the wrongs done to the kobolds.”
Ululenia nodded, smiling brightly, and took a sip of spring water.
“See, that was just a look, but I’m still not getting entirely not evil from her,” Tern said.
Ululenia waved lazily. “The butterfly cannot return to the cocoon, but it can dazzle the world with its new wings. Look in your hand.”
“I don’t have anything in my . . .” Tern held up her hand, which now held a fresh apple on a naturally grown stick. “This should be covered with chocolate,” she muttered, and then Hessler patted her arm, and she leaned back against him.
“The bigger problem will be rebuilding people’s trust,” Bertram said. “After everything we did under their control . . .”
“We have all done things we regret,” Icy said.
“And punishing yourselves will not help,” Veiled Lightning said, looking at Bertram and then at Icy.
“Speaking of which,” Loch said, “Jyelle?”
“Dead,” Hessler said. Loch had a hard time seeing his face clearly behind the glow, but she thought he was doing his normal thoughtful squint. “The damage from the paladins, compounded with Mister Dragon’s fire, was enough to completely destroy the part of the daemonic whole that retained her memories. It’s interesting, with my new abilities, I may be able to explore the plane where the daemons exist more—”
“What did we say about trying out new Glimmering Hessler powers?” Tern asked without looking around.
“That we weren’t going to,” Hessler said with a little sigh.
“There we go.”
“We’ve lost enough already,” Desidora said, and lifted her wineglass. “To Ghyl?”
Ululenia raised her cup of spring water. “And Captain Thelenea.”
“Derenky,” Pyvic added.
“Naria.” Cevirt’s voice was soft, and he looked down even as he raised his own glass.
“I’m not doing Jyelle,” Kail said to Loch. “We do Jyelle, we might as well do those fish in your family garden that Diz turned into zombies.”
“To my family’s fish,” Loch said gravely, and everyone drank.
“I’ll need people to go through every inch of Heaven’s Spire,” Cevirt said, “and make sure that there are no more little surprises from the ancients waiting for us. Tern, Hessler, if you’re willing?”
“I can help,” Desidora said, refilling her wineglass. “The death priestess powers are packed safely away again, but I can read auras others might miss.”
“And I’ll stand helpfully nearby,” Kail added.
“Actually,” Cevirt said, “I spoke with the puppeteers you rescued, and we had some ideas about taking the puppet shows in new directions. They asked about you specifically helping to coordinate some of them.”
“Really?” Kail thought about it. “All right. Soon as Diz and I get back from seeing my mother, I’m in.”
Desidora coughed. “What?”
“No, Diz, it’s good. You’ll like her.” Kail smiled. “She’s a little crazy sometimes, but, well, she’s got a lot of love to give.” Desidora choked on her wine.
“The people of the Elflands look forward to helping you recover,” Mister Dragon said. “Our nature magic may help fill in the gaps as you try to cut back on your use of crystals.”
“We’d be honored to form a closer friendship with your people,” Bertram said, and with a ghost of a smile, added, “and if you were open to formal relations, Cevirt had an idea for ambassador.”
Dairy put his other hand over the hand that was linked with Mister Dragon’s. “I’m staying with him.”
“That was the plan, young Rybindaris,” Cevirt said dryly. “Now, as for the Empire . . .”
“It would do no one any good to fall into our usual hostilities now,” Veiled Lightning said from where she knelt on the floor.
“Truly, as the forest when the rain has doused the flames of the forest fire,” Ululenia said, “this is a time for healing and new growth.” She scooted over on the couch and gave Veiled Lightning a warm smile. “Are you certain you are comfortable down there, princess? There is plenty of room beside me.”
“I guess growing up with a bodyguard with a giant ax,” Tern said, “you never had a chance to”—she blinked as Veiled Lightning, Icy, and Ululenia all looked at her—“see the natural beauty of the Republic!” she finished. “It’s funny, because as I recall from the biography that came with your one-to-six scale doll, you liked rare flowers, and Ululenia is an expert on flowers, and I thought maybe she could take you on a tour of the archvoyant’s garden later! For diplomatic peace building.” She bit into her apple rather than talk anymore.
“That sounds lovely,” Veiled Lightning said, smiling shyly as she took the hand Ululenia offered to help her up.
“It is the perfect time of year to watch the petals open,” Ululenia assured Veiled Lightning as the princess settled down beside her. Ululenia’s movements to ensure that the princess had enough room made her clingy white dress show a lot of very pretty leg.
“Tomorrow afternoon, I am to meet Tern and Hessler for drinks,” Icy added to Veiled Lightning, who was blushing a little as she looked at Ululenia. “Perhaps you and Ululenia could join us? I believe Tern had questions about your hair.”
“Yes!” Tern said, wide-eyed, and then, “Yes, that would be lovely, we would certainly enjoy the company.” As Veiled Lightning looked at Ululenia’s smooth and ostensibly innocent leg, Tern shot Icy a thumbs-up.
Loch sat back and watched it all, entirely content to lean against Pyvic. Eventually the talk turned to more drinking, and then people began to leave, Ululenia and Veiled Lightning off to the garden, Dairy and Mister Dragon to the Elflands, Tern and Hessler to their new apartment by the Lapitemperum (convenient both for work and for the regular checkups Hessler would be getting to make certain that he wasn’t dangerous to himself or others), Icy to the new Imperial embassy, and Kail and Desidora to wherever Kail’s mother lived.
Pyvic and Loch left last, saying their good-byes to Cevirt and Bertram.
“You found work for them all this time,” Loch said to Cevirt.
“Of course I did.” He raised an eyebrow at her. “Look at what happened when I left them to their own devices.”
“They saved the Republic?”
“Three times,” added Pyvic.
“And their reward is, once again, not being arrested for everything they did and having a seat at the cabinet meetings as we figure out how to put this mess back together.” Cevirt smiled sadly. “Isafesira, about what happened . . .”
“It wasn’t you, Yeshki,” Loch said. “It wasn’t Pyvic fighting Desidora, and it wasn’t you fighting Naria.”
“Yeshki,” he muttered, and wiped at his eyes. “I get a cane, and suddenly you think I’m an old man.”
Loch hugged him, shook hands with Bertram, and headed out.
“How are you, Baroness?” Pyvic asked beside her as they walked along the false-stone streets of Heaven’s Spire.
Loch smiled tightly. She was a baroness now. She thought of Naria sitting on the throne and laughing, and then she thought of Naria lying dead in the too-green grass, Naria who finally didn’t run away. There were snide remarks and cutting words in the past, and now, no future, and Loch damned the ancients to hell for that. “I should have made things right with her.”
“She died saving you,” Pyvic said without looking over, his justicar’s boots clicking on the street. “That’s about as right as you can get.”
“That wasn’t my sister,” Loch said. “That was Archvoyant Silestin’s First Blade, turning invisible and dancing around with an assassin’s knife.”
Pyvic laughed, and Loch looked over. At her look, he shook his head. “The two of you thought you were so different, just because she liked dresses and you liked swords. You think that’s why you didn’t get along?”
“We didn’t get along because she became an assassin for the man who killed our parents.”
“You both looked at a world rigged against you and figured out which rules to bend and which rules to break. Different strengths, different choices, but the same determination.” Pyvic smiled. “Your parents would have been proud of both of you. And angry at both of you.”
Loch smiled back, then wiped her stinging eyes. “You know the worst part? She was a damn good baroness.”
Pyvic took Loch’s shoulders and pulled her in for a quick hug. “You’ll be a good one as well.”
“I suppose we’ll find out.” She pulled out of the hug.
“You don’t have to take the title, if you don’t want to,” Pyvic pointed out. “Let the land go free. The guilds would love it.”
“Lochenville needs me.” Loch glared at his smile. “What?”
“Just thinking that the little town around the manor is almost large enough to be considered a city.” Pyvic shrugged. “It could use a justicar presence.”
“They need you up here,” she said. “You’ve got a fair amount of rebuilding to do, given what just happened to the whole country, and why are you still smiling?”
“They need me, Lochenville needs you.” Pyvic stopped her again, and his smile softened. “You remember that message I sent on the crystal during the battle?”
Loch did not touch the message crystal that was still in her pocket, and would stay there for the rest of her life. “Yeah.”
“Desidora made me send it.”
Loch shook her head. “Desidora is a pain in the ass.”
Pyvic laughed. “You know how hard it was to tell you that I needed you?”
“You said you loved me too.”
“Love is easy. Need, though.” He looked down, smiling tightly. “Need feels like weakness. Need means you’re not all right without someone else, and what self-respecting scout is going to admit something like that? We can’t even say that we miss each other.” He looked back up, meeting her gaze, still smiling and almost angry now. “Kind of messed up, when you think about it. I wouldn’t have said it if Desidora hadn’t basically love-priestessed me into it. I hope it mattered.”
Loch felt Ghylspwr in her hands again for just a moment, on that alien world, ready to blast it all away in one great swing. This time, she looked away from Pyvic. “It mattered.”
“It’s all right to need people,” Pyvic said, and Loch stepped in and kissed him. It was a slow, gentle kiss, with none of the frantic urgency they had had when they’d first reunited.
Then, with a deep breath, she said, “I can survive without you. I can go live in Lochenville where I’m needed and leave you up on Heaven’s Spire where you’re needed. I don’t need you.”
Pyvic didn’t step away and didn’t interrupt. He just nodded.
She didn’t step away either.
“But I like the world a lot more when you’re here,” she said, and her grip on him tightened.
Pyvic smiled. “Please, Baroness, I’m blushing.”
“You know what I mean.”
“Hey, I only said it because Desidora hit me.”
Loch shook her head, trying not to laugh, and then leaned in again and kissed him messily. “Desidora isn’t a scout,” she said as they broke apart. “She doesn’t understand how we work. What I need is a solution that gets me everything I want and doesn’t mess things up for the Republic.”
“That’s kind of you.”
“What I have is a very fast airship,” she said as they broke apart. “How do you feel about flying to work?”
“Strongly in favor.” Pyvic smiled. “I’ll have to leave early.”
“That’s a shame,” Loch said, “because you’ll be staying up late.”
They walked off arm in arm, not stuck together but together nevertheless.
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